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It is the year 2113 by earthly reckoning. For Terrans, not quite 150 years 
have passed since the successful moon landing of a chemical rocket the 
prelude to true space travel. 


In cosmic terms, this was an incredibly short span of time. Nonetheless, 
under Perry Rhodan’s leadership the Solar Imperium has managed to 
become one of the main pillars of galactic power. Of course the men of Sol 
had important assistance to aid their task if we only consider the Arkonide 
Khrest, the energy being on Wanderer, Atlan, Harno, the Swoons, and 
Pucky the mousebeaver! — yet this task could never have been 
accomplished without the selfless, self-sacrificing help of all who carried in 
their hearts a longing for the stars. 


The galactic situation caused by the destructive onslaughts of the Posbis 
has relaxed somewhat in recent days. The alliance between Terra, the 
Arkonides and the Akons has been established by treaty. For Perry Rhodan 
this leaves his back free as long as the Akons refrain from their insidious 
treachery — for which they are famous. 


But now some new mischief has developed on Aptulad, a world deep within 
the galaxy. A dying Baalol priest makes some assertions that send Nike 
Quinto’s agents into action. 


They encounter the STATION OF THE INVISIBLES .. . 
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OUR COMMANDOS HAVE NOTHING TO “SHOW” FOR THEIR 
EFFORTS! 


Col. Nike Quinto — the chief of Dept. 3 goes all out for some invisible 
results. 


Ron Landry, Larry Randall, Lofty Patterson and Meech Hannigan — 
the colonel’s special commandos have a hard time “seeing” the source of 
the trouble! 


Molol — the first of the Antis to defect. 

DLLAN - the young Baalol priest wishes he had Molol’s courage. 
Akrot-Tene — the Supreme Baalol seeks to commune with evil. 
Tappan — chief Baalol of a secret base. 

Klidaar, Yram and Heryl — sentinels of the Invisibles. 

Tetzte — this Springer patriarch is a catalyst of fate. 

Yatik — Tezte’s indispensable servant. 

Col. Bouvier — Terran commander of the TREPAL. 


Capt. Robert Giuliano — Terran commander of a Springer derelict. 


LAST WORDS, NEW BEGINNINGS 


Molol foresaw his own death. 


It didn’t take much to perceive the inevitable. His highly trained mind was 
able to extrapolate the present situation to the most probable moment in the 
near future when he would die. His mental projection painted a clear 
picture of himself — a young man who would perish somewhere in the 
depths of the galaxy if help was nowhere to be found. For just a few 
seconds the control room of his small ship presented a different picture in 
his imagination than its actual appearance at the moment. He saw himself 
lying on the floor, his body contorted with pain, his shoulder bleeding, half 
conscious. The walls had been cracked by the heavy bombardment he had 
come through, and in his extrapolated view he could see them finally 
bursting asunder. He could presence his blood vessels bursting as the cold 
of outer space broke in upon him. 


He had to suppress the vision with an effort of will. He knew there were 
dangers involved in extrapolating too intensively. The pain and fear of the 
experience could even induce insanity. 


Now he saw his surroundings again in actuality. The cracks in the walls 
had not yet burst open. Instead of lying dead on the floor he was still in the 
pilot’s seat. Although his shoulder had stopped bleeding it still radiated dull 
pains throughout his entire body. He didn’t have time to worry about the 
wound. The small spaceship that he had stolen from a hangar on Aptulad, 
literally under the eyes of the guards, was an old fashioned semi-automatic 
type. For a safe interstellar flight, two additional copilots were needed, but 
Molol was alone. In fact he should not have even taken the time for his 
momentary extrapolation because every second was needed to watch his 
controls and instruments. 


He checked the chronometer against his calculated flight plan. The final 
transition was imminent. If the ship managed to withstand the impact of 
another transition it would emerge from the hyper jump somewhere on the 
edge of the main galaxy’s center. Although he was not very familiar with 
that area of space he knew his chances of finding help were best where the 
stellar density was the greatest. 


He asked himself if he were doing the right thing, yet this brought up a 


counter question: right for whom? Was there some basic ground rule by 
which he might judge his actions? He had racked his brains often enough 
over this question. Before he had started to carry out his original plan he 
had even believed that he had a definite answer, but now he wasn’t quite 
sure. 


Of course one thing was still valid. Aptulad posed a threat to the galaxy. 
And if proper conduct meant keeping an eye on the best interests of the 
entire Milky Way and worrying about the safety of galactic civilization in 
general, then no one in the universe could be taking a more legitimate 
action than Molol. 


This gave him back a portion of his courage. With some gratification he 
recalled how he had fooled the guards. He had led them to believe that he 
wanted to examine some of the older types of equipment such as could be 
found on board this small, ancient spaceship. He told them he wished to 
look into the history of such apparatuses and find out how they had been 
developed. They had taken him at his word because they wouldn’t have 
dared to suspect a novitiate priest of the Baalol cult of thievery — even less 
from the standpoint of logic, since he had selected the oldest of all ships 
available. 


He had come on board and made sure that ample power and fuel supplies 
were on hand. Then he had gotten the ship ready for takeoff, and when the 
hangar doors opened automatically he had flown away. Using maximum 
acceleration he had left the double sun so far behind that it appeared as a 
single star by the time his pursuers overtook him. They had opened fire 
immediately. By comparison his own ship was practically defenseless and 
the enemy was far superior in terms of speed and maneuverability. The 
only thing that could save him was a transition. 


However, transitions required a certain amount of time for preparation — at 
least 2 or 3 minutes — and in the meantime his weak defense screens had 
collapsed. The ship had received three hits but fortunately none of them 
had been direct. One of the heavy transmitters had broken loose from its 
mountings and had shattered his right shoulder, but he had finally managed 
the transition and had escaped from his pursuers. 


Since then he had put another ten transitions behind him, each time fearing 
that the vessel would break up under the strain. Now there was just one 
more hyper jump on his flight schedule. 

His old doubts tended to haunt him. It was foolish to think that help would 
be immediately at hand just because he had jumped into an area of high 
stellar concentration. Even there space was endlessly vast. But Molol had 


no more time to think about it. The moment of transition arrived. With his 
one usable hand he pressed the activator switch and the tiny ship plunged 
into hyperspace with a deafening roar of complaint. It failed to drown his 
screams under the heavy impact of the transition shock. 


It didn’t last long. Molol soon recovered from his benumbed state and 
observed the almost unbroken tapestry of brilliant stars on his viewscreens 
which represented the peripheral zone of the main galaxy’s center area. For 
a few moments he experienced a sense of jubilation and triumph, but very 
quickly he was conscious of what he had been brooding about before. It 
wasn’t stars he was looking for, but ships. 


Dejectedly and without much hope he turned to the scanner screen, 
knowing that he must find the green blip of a vessel that might be 
wandering about somewhere within a range of not more than 2 light years. 
It came to him as an electrifying shock to discover a very bright green fleck 
of light there. 


It took a moment for him to realize what it was. It was a ship in his 
immediate vicinity, not more than 2 or 3 light hours distant. He sprang to 
his feet. The pain in his shoulder was forgotten. It was now necessary to act 
quickly. Fate had granted him a unique chance and he had to make the most 
of it. 


Patriarch Tetzte was a kind and indulgent man, but his efforts to teach 
Yatik the game of Patalak had overtaxed his patience. 


With the last of his self-control he sighed, “You ought to take a hypno 
course.” After leaning back deeply into his chair, he raised his foot and 
kicked the game board off the table along with its pieces. 


Yatik stood up and made a slight bow. “I know that I am stupid, my Lord,” 
he declared submissively. 


But this only irritated Tetzte all the more. “On the contrary!” he shouted. 
“You are the most intelligent of my servants. That’s why I chose you to 
play Patalak with me, but —”’ He made a gesture of resignation. “Perhaps I 
just don’t explain it well enough.” 


This curious conversation took place in Tetzte’s giant main hall, which 
contained three rows of long tables and closely spaced chairs. At the head 
of this arrangement was a transverse table behind which were deeply 
cushioned armchairs, where Tetzte and Yatik had been sitting. Between 
wide portals on the wall to Tetzte’s left side were trophies from all the 


known worlds of the universe — stuffed animals, exotic plants, and polished 
showcases containing carefully mounted mineral samples. The right side of 
the room was dominated by what appeared to be a floor to ceiling window 
running almost the length of the hall, and which offered an unobstructed 
view of the brightly glittering stars. Or at least it seemed to be a window. 
The complicated circuits of the 100 channel viewscreen were concealed 
within the wall. 


Tetzte watched in boredom as Yatik began to pick up the playing board and 
the pieces. Then he lifted his gaze to look at the empty great room before 
him. He was somewhat gratified by how well he had succeeded in reviving 
the ancient dynastic romanticism of the great Springer princes in this hall. 
Within a few moments, anyone seating himself here tended to forget that he 
was on board a spaceship. 


His musings were suddenly interrupted by the emergence of a bright metal 
tube from an orifice in the table top. As it plopped out before him he picked 
it up. The warmth of his hand served to release the cover, revealing the end 
of a strip of writing foil. He took it out and read: 


Central Communications receiving distress call from unknown ship. 
Sensor-scanner group 5 reports heavy transition disturbances at 
approximately 10 light years. 


Tetzte dropped the note and sprang to his feet. Like all Springers he was 
large and powerful, but considering his white hair and venerable red beard 
no one might have thought him capable of any great degree of agility. In 
spite of this he was almost at the nearest exit before his servant, Yatik, 
realized that something out of the ordinary was happening. 


A few moments later, Tetzte appeared in the command central where the 
officers greeted him respectfully. He walked straight across the wide, 
circular room and examined the screens that were coupled to each 
individual tracking station. There was nothing there that was cause for 
alarm — merely a small, dim point of light on the number 3 screen. Tetzte 
turned to stare at his officers, all of them young men chosen from 
subordinate clans. He didn’t have to say a word. They knew he was 
demanding an explanation. 


A broad shouldered giant at the pilot’s console spoke up. “There have been 
no further transitions, Tetzte, but the unidentified ship is still hailing us. It’s 
not far away. Station 3 already has it on its scanner screen.” 


“What does it want?” asked Tetzte. 


“It’s sending the standard interstellar distress call. Or at least that’s all our 


decoders can make out of it. The rest is not understandable.” 


Tetzte only required a few seconds to reach a decision. “Let’s move in and 
have a closer look!” he ordered. 


He remained in the control central while the huge ship got under way. Loud 
commands echoed through the corridors. The security alert system operated 
with a masterly precision, requiring all 800 crewmen to be at their stations 
within 4 minutes, including the off-watch details. It was standard procedure 
on all Springer ships to go on alert whenever an unidentified vessel 
approached them. The Galactic Traders had many enemies and the 
interstellar void was the most likely place of confrontation with them. The 
TETA VIII, pride of the Tetzte clan, converted itself swiftly into a fighting 
machine, ready to repulse any hostile entity that dared to venture within 
firing range — or otherwise to offer aid to a non-hostile or ally who might be 
in need of help. 


When the TETA VIII began to approach the alien ship, the latter ceased 
sending its distress signals. Apparently its tracking scanners were still in 
operation. The distance between the two vessels diminished rapidly. When 
the Springer ship had approached within several light minutes, its scanner 
operators observed that the smaller vessel was of an alien design. Tetzte 
was not deceived by the small size of the spaceship. That it was alien 
caused him to change his standard security mode to a top red alert. 


The TETA VIII started its braking maneuvers. The small bogie blip began 
to wander on the scanner screens. In the control central of the Springer ship 
the only sound was the thrumming of the retropulsion units. 


The alien ship came slowly alongside. 


ok 


It was with a sense of indescribable good fortune that Molol observed the 
approach of the great cylindrical longship. In a few minutes he would be 
taken to safety and he would have to admit that all the laws of probability 
had failed in this case — he would know that he had squeaked through, on 
one chance in a million. 


He attempted to cooperate as best he could with his unknown rescuer. He 
maneuvered his small ship in close to the other vessel’s massive hull where 
the large cargo lock was clearly discernible. Probably they intended to take 
him on board, ship and all. He made a supreme effort to come alongside as 
expertly as possible. 


This task was occupying his entire attention. He was not equipped with 


automatic sensors which might have warned him of warp shocks caused by 
a nearby transition. So he was also unaware of the spherical shape that 
appeared on his viewscreens. At first it was nebulous but then the 
unmistakable outlines of a mighty spaceship emerged from the depths of 
the void. 


He would have recognized it at once but his only warning was the sudden 
crackling of the hull plates of his tiny vessel. And by then he had run out of 
time. The first salvo struck him like the fist of a giant. Molol was wrenched 
from his seat and went flying across the control room. After that he sensed 
nothing more. 


The warp sensors made the transition shockwaves audible and they rattled 
the scanner section’s loudspeakers like a salvo of gunfire. Instantly the 
giantesque pilot reached forward and punched a signal button under a panel 
label which read: UNEXPECTED HOSTILE CONTACT. He didn’t even 
look up from his console. Everyone was sure that the stranger who had 
appeared so surprisingly out of hyperspace could not reach the TETA VIII 
until the alien outside had been rescued. 


At the shrill sound of the alarm bells, Tetzte got up from his seat. When he 
looked at the main viewscreen he started to tremble. Gigantic and 
incredibly close, the mighty alien ship came between the TETA VIII and the 
sea of stars. It was like a dull gleaming hole that suddenly gaped at him 
from the galactic tapestry. Darting spears of flame appeared to shoot out of 
it and reach toward the small craft that was now hugging the hull of the 
TETA VIII in search of asylum. 


It was enough for Tetzte. Even before the trackers had become aware of the 
proximity of the enemy, his voice boomed out a command: “All battle 
stations open fire!” 


He was heard over the loudspeakers in every weapon turret and a second 
later the gunners went to work. The TETA VIII was transformed into a 
volcano. Under the impact of the concentrated bombardment the enemy’s 
defense screen began to glow in every color of the rainbow. 


Apparently the intruder had not expected such a prompt return of 
counterfire As if taken by surprise, the warship retreated several kilometers. 
It seemed that the TETA VIII’s defensive action was driving it away. But 
Tetzte did not yield to any false sense of security. If the enemy’s 
armaments were only halfway proportional to the size of the ship the TETA 


VIII was far outclassed. It would not be able to stand up long under the 
alien’s guns. Tetzte decided on immediate flight — but first of course there 
were two things that had to be taken care of. 


While the counterfire continued to hammer home against the opponent, he 
stepped behind the pilot. Before the latter knew what was happening, 
Tetzte pulled the P.A. microphone toward him from the console. 
“Communications Central! General distress call to all sectors!” He reached 
over the pilot’s shoulder a second time and pressed a button on the switch 
panel. “Cargo lock detail! Open the hatch and bring in the alien spacecraft! 
Hurry it up, men!” 

Then he lowered the microphone and looked at the viewscreen again. 
Perhaps he had just made an unwise decision. This rescue operation would 
require precious minutes. Maybe he should have just pulled out, but it went 
against his grain to leave a small, helpless craft and its pilot to the mercies 
of an obviously unscrupulous enemy. Yet to complete the rescue he was 
running the risk of losing his ship and his life. 


He turned away in grim amusement, reflecting that he would have made a 
better Arkonide general in the old glory days than a Springer patriarch. But 
basically Tetzte was satisfied with himself. 


That was when the enemy recovered from his surprise and began to return 
the fire. 


His opponent’s superiority was greater than Tetzte had feared. The first hit 
transformed the defense screens of the TETA VIII into a sea of flames. The 
viewscreens emitted a blinding brilliance, behind which the hostile enemy 
lurked, spewing death and destruction against the Springer longship. 


Below in the cargo lock the men worked frantically to save the small alien 
spacecraft. The enemy fire was expending itself in a flaming fury against 
the defense screens, but the little vessel had suffered damage before it came 
through, under the protection of the energy field. It was no longer 
maneuverable. The men had activated a small gravity generator in the 
airlock entrance in order to bring in the ship by attraction. They knew as 
well as Tetzte in the control central that the defense screens might break 
down under the bombardment before the rescue work could be completed 
and that would be the end. 


The TETA VIII defended itself with all of its fire power. The positronic 
sighting devices searched for and located areas on the hull of the enemy 


ship where the main gun positions were concentrated, and the counterfire 
was directed there. Now and then the focused mass fire succeeded in 
penetrating the enemy screen and destroying a gun here and there, but this 
amounted to little more than droplets on a hot stone. The foe was too 
heavily armed. In the time remaining for its existence the TETA VIII would 
not be able to knock out even a fourth of the opposing guns. 


Up in the control central, Tetzte sensed that his screens were collapsing. 
The ship started to rock and pitch. Heavy shocks of impact were 
transmitted through, the deck plates and the bulkheads groaned under the 
strain. Tetzte had all he could do to remain on his feet. He knew that if he 
were to leave now the pilot would give the order for a crash takeoff. He had 
to remain here until the stranger had been rescued. 


A heavy instrument broke loose from the wall with explosive force and 
crashed to the deck, followed by jets of flame caused by heavy short 
circuits. A bluish, choking pall of smoke spread through, the control 
central. Tetzte did not take his eyes from the pilot who by now had turned 
in his seat to stare at the patriarch in horrified alarm. 


The antennas of the communications central were pouring out an incessant 
stream of repeated distress calls in interstellar code. The operators did not 
have observation screens and were visually cut off from the outside world. 
As long as the TETA VIJ/I remained undisturbed, they could not know what 
was happening. But the fact that Tetzte had ordered a general distress call 
to all sectors instead of merely to other ships of the Springer fleets was a 
clear indication that something extraordinary was going on. When the 
defense screens collapsed and the ship began to go wild, they knew that it 
was a case of pure survival. 


In the control central Tetzte struggled through, the acrid, choking fumes as 
another jolt rocked the hull of the TETA VIIT. He could see the bright glow 
of flames beyond the strangling pall of smoke, and he could hear men 
shouting and screaming. The patriarch staggered and fell to the deck. He 
was tired. He had an almost uncontrollable desire to simply lie there and 
wait for the end, but he could not free himself of his concern for the people 
in the small, helpless spaceship. He picked himself up again and on 
trembling legs he stumbled and coughed and fought his way back to the 
pilot. The huge man was slumped forward in his seat. A fragment of flying 
debris had struck him and there was a thin line of blood across his 
forehead. Tetzte simply shoved him to one side and let him fall to the deck. 
Then he took over the pilot seat himself and grasped the intercom 
microphone. 


Before he could speak a word, however, the speaker blared out an 
announcement: Main lock to Commander! Salvage action completed! We 
have the ship!” 


Tetzte had not yet lost his capabilities for action. With a swift movement of 
his hand he pressed a switch contact which gave the signal for an 
emergency takeoff. He knew that the only hope for survival depended on 
whether or not the TETA VIII's acceleration factor was superior to that of 
the enemy. 


A new kind of impact was transmitted through, the ship. Tetzte was pressed 
heavily into the seat cushions. He waited for the pressure to subside but it 
remained, almost squeezing the air out of his lungs. Then he knew what it 
was. The inertial absorbers were not functioning at full capacity. A portion 
of the acceleration pressure was being felt inside the ship. 


He closed his eyes in desperation. Now all was lost. The TETA VIII would 
not be able to use its maximum acceleration. Now it was futile to think that 
he could escape from his opponent. 


With a final effort, Tetzte collected his wits about him. He thought of 
ordering the gun positions to cease firing. Perhaps they could save 
themselves by surrendering to the enemy. He leaned forward to the 
microphone again but then paused briefly. Something had changed. He was 
suddenly aware of a stillness all about him. All he could hear now was a 
crackling of sparks and flames, or here and there the faint groaning of a 
wounded man. The curtain of smoke obscured his view of the observation 
screens. 


He finally braced himself against the murderous g force and attempted to 
stand up. At that moment the loudspeaker rattled out a message: 


“Cruiser TREPAL of Terran Fleet to damaged vessel! Start your 
deceleration. We will pick up your crew. Repeat —” 


*k 


The last thing Tetzte did before he fainted was to issue the command for 
deceleration. Later he learned that the TREPAL and six smaller warships 
had arrived at the scene of conflict just 20 minutes after his first distress 
call. At sight of the Terran ships the enemy had fled in a panic. 


It was 10 hours later when all this was related to him. When he inquired 
about the small alien spacecraft that had been the source of the TETA VIII's 
misfortunes he was informed that it had only contained one person and that 
the man had died as the result of previous injuries. Considering all factors, 


Tetzte realized he had been rather foolish to risk the ship and the lives of 
his crew for a deadman. 


Once he was back on his feet he had a brief talk with Colonel Bouvier, the 
Terran cruiser’s commander. Bouvier told him that his ship was still 
maneuverable, with certain limitations, and that after an overhaul it would 
be as good as new again. This was reassuring to Tetzte because he 
depended upon the flagship of his clan as much as he relied on his servant, 
Yatik. 


Then his curiosity began to plague him. Didn’t anybody know anything 
more about the mysterious passenger of the tiny ship other than the fact that 
he had been wounded and had subsequently died? 


Bouvier quietly answered the question in Intercosmo: “He was a novitiate 
priest of the Baalol cult.” 


Tetzte slapped a hand to his forehead. “Then it would probably have been 
better if I had left him out there!” he exclaimed. 


“Oh no. The ship that attacked you was also manned by the Baalol people.” 
Tetzte stared at him in amazement. “You mean — they were chasing trim . 
ee 

Bouvier nodded. “Yes. Molol is the first defecting Baalol priest we have 
ever encountered.” 


“Molol .. .?” 


“That was his name. Before he died we had a chance to talk with him for a 
few moments.” 


Tetzte’s curiosity was at its peak. “Did he say anything significant?” 


Bouvier smiled. “We recorded his dying words on tape. We’ve left you a 
copy of it, but as to the meaning of it there may be some pros and cons. At 
any rate he said that something of a monstrous nature was occurring on a 
planet called Aptulad. He insisted that it involved the entire galaxy and that 
was why he could no longer remain silent. He said: “Unknown aliens have 
appeared there and have been received on a friendly basis. A plan is being 
developed that threatens all civilizations of the Milky Way. The technique 
of communication is complicated because the aliens have an unstable form. 
They can only be talked to in the presence of many of our people. They 
look — ‘“ 


Tetzte was straining forward to listen. “Go on!” he urged. 


Bouvier regretted that he could not go on. “He didn’t say anything more. 
He died.” 


Tetzte snorted in dismay. Bouvier stood up and said goodbye. After the 
TREPAL had guided the TETA VIII onto a safe course the Terran formation 
took off and vanished into the depths of space. But Tetzte kept thinking 
about what Bouvier had told him. Finally he became convinced that the 
Terran colonel had somehow been pulling the wool over his eyes. After 
checking the copy of the tape he found that Bouvier had faithfully reported 
the words of the dying priest’s message. However, as to its true 
significance Bouvier had been reticent. 


Tetzte could not know that even Bouvier would have to travel 30000 light 
years to find someone who knew how to interpret Molol’s cryptic remarks. 
This someone was Colonel Nike Quinto, Chief of Department 3 of 
Intercosmic Social Development. 


2. 
DIVERSION MANEUVER 


Tappan glanced quickly at the two rows of his people who were assembled 
here. They had placed their arms on the table and were using them to 
pillow their heads. They appeared to be asleep. 


His main attention was focused on the other end of the table. The brilliant 
light from two dozen lamps illuminated every nook and comer of the long 
and narrow, windowless room. The telepathic sector of his brain told him 
that somebody was there, but nothing was yet to be seen. 


“Concentrate!” he urged the others. “Put yourselves into it!” 


They understood and complied. Just beyond the end of the table a nebulous 
strip became visible. Like a thin pole of pale light it rose about a meter 
above the table edge. The mistiness densified rapidly until a grayish-white 
pillar stood opposite Tappan. He did not observe it for long although its 
appearance was fascinating. He closed his eyes to concentrate on the alien 
thoughts that were now flooding in upon him. 


“Fear... discovery ...failure...escaped... brother...” 


This was all that Tappan could grasp but it gave him the picture. “There is 
no cause for alarm,” he answered, convinced that the entity facing him was 
receiving his thoughts in the same fragmentary manner. “He must have 
died before they could question him.” 


There was a long pause before any more of the alien thoughts returned to 
him. Then: “Fear... certainty zero... prove...” 


Tappan was angered by the challenge. “When an old class 27 ship receives 
a direct hit from a disintegrator beam, that’s proof enough that the crew is 
dead.” 


He possessed enough self-control to completely conceal his own 
uncertainty. The nebulous pillar was apparently satisfied and ended the 
strange conversation. Tappan ordered his aides to straighten up and open 
their eyes. Suddenly the apparition vanished and he breathed a sigh of 
relief. The alien entity did not know that the disintegrator had not actually 
made a direct hit. Tappan had been able to conceal this detail from him. 
The project could be carried forward. 


Lofty Patterson craned his neck to look upward while he noisily scratched 
his matted beard. “The Old Man is really going all out on expenses,” he 
declared. “If he doesn’t deliver the goods the finance committee will cut off 
his account.” 


The object which had caused Lofty to crane his neck was the 800 meter 
hull of a giant battleship that rested on its landing struts about one 
kilometer away. The colossal sphere was sharply silhouetted against an 
extensive network of vari-colored field lights in the cold and windy night. 


He heard an impersonal voice behind him. “May I point out the fact that we 
know nothing about the objective of our superior? It’s useless to talk about 
whether or not —” 


Lofty spun around. The speaker and two other men loomed close against 
the lights of the great metropolis behind them. “Nobody asked you, you tin 
plated chassis!” growled Lofty. 


“IT beg your pardon,” apologized the robot Meech Hannigan. 


Another voice tried to calm him down. “Lay off of him, Lofty. Who really 
has the slightest idea of what the Old Man is cooking up this time?” Ron 
Landry left the question dangling. Since he didn’t know the answer he was 
sure that none of the others did. 

The fourth man, Larry Randall, sounded a bit uneasy when he spoke. “I 
wish I knew at least where we’re headed.” 

“[’m not the least concerned about it,” said Lofty almost arrogantly, “as 
long as they put us up on board a luxury liner like that!” 

He was interrupted by an outburst of laughter from the others — even 
including Meech Hannigan. 

“Don’t get your hopes up, old timer!” cried Ron Landry. “Your luxury liner 
is over there.” He stretched out his arm and pointed into the night. 


Patterson’s sharp eyes turned in the direction indicated and discerned the 
dim position lights of a space vessel that couldn’t even approach the size of 
the giant sphere before them. “By the snake gods of Passa!” he exclaimed. 
“That thing’s lying flat on the ground, just like —” 


“Like all Springer ships,” said Landry, completing the sentence for him. 
“Cylindrical hull, horizontal takeoff, and —” 


“And... .?” 
“About 200 years old!” 


Lofty remained speechless until they had boarded the ancient ship. The 
airlock hatches creaked open reluctantly, admitting them to a. vestibule 
which gave access to five pneumatic type elevators. Having survived one of 
the antiquated lifts, they reached the wide passage of the upper main deck. 
The ceiling lights were dim and there were faint creaking sounds in the 
walls as if they were harboring termites. 


Lofty still seemed to be stupefied by the shock of it all. “Do you think this 
thing can get off the ground?” he asked. 


Somewhere a door banged open and a long shadow fell into the corridor. 
Then a man approached them who was wearing a captain’s uniform. After 
saluting Major Landry he fumed to Lofty. 


“To answer your question, this ship will not only have to survive a takeoff 
but also a series of transitions,” he explained. “But that’s all it’s a one way 
trip.” 

This not only left Lofty speechless again but his companions as well. They 
all stared at the man in amazement. 


Finally, Ron Landry found his voice. “I assume, Captain, that you are much 
better informed about the situation than we are.” 


The other bowed slightly. “To get the formalities out of the way, sir, I am 
Robert Giuliano. And I’m just brimming with information. I am instructed 
to show you to your quarters where a message is waiting for you from 
Colonel Quinto. Once you’ve absorbed that, you’ll probably know more 
than I do.” 


Giuliano turned then and led them along the passageway. They arrived 
shortly at the entrance to another pneumatic elevator, which carried them 
aloft. When the lift cage came to a stop and the door opened with a groan 
of complaint, there was revealed to Ron Landry’s curious but suspicious 
gaze another vestibule where five doors offered access to other unknown 
areas. 


Giuliano stepped out and explained. “As you must have noticed, the 
ANASTASIA is an old type Springer ship. It was purchased for training 
purposes. This is the suite of private quarters used by the former owner — 
probably one of the minor patriarchs. So everything possible has been 
arranged for your convenience and comfort — at least for most of the 
journey.” 


Following this ominous sounding remark, he approached one of the hatch 


panels and pressed a control button. To the astonishment of the others the 
ancient servomechanism responded. Although the heavy metal slab moved 
sluggishly it slid obediently to one side. 


“This cabin has been assigned to you, Major.” 


Ron Landry nodded and stepped past the captain to have a look. He had 
barely traversed the threshold before he stopped as if rooted to the spot. 
From the rear of the room, Colonel Nike Quinto greeted him with a 
mocking smile. 


He seemed to be sitting behind a rectangular frame. It took Landry a 
moment to realize that he was staring at a fairly large viewscreen. 
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Moreover, this was not a live transmission but the replay of a video tape. 
Nike Quinto had taken every precaution to avoid being besieged by 
questions from his men. As he had always maintained, such irritations 
could be injurious to his health and might even lead to a fatal stroke. 


Thus, without any possibility of interruption, he was able to brief them in 
very few words. The ANASTASIA was to take off in 45 minutes. Shortly 
thereafter they would be followed by the FEDORIA, which was the giant 
vessel they had admired upon their arrival at the spaceport. On board the 
FEDORIA were Colonel Quinto and a few other important people. The 
destination of both ships was the Aptut System, which was some thousands 
of light years distant from the Earth. 


Shortly before takeoff, Nike Quinto mentally reviewed his plan again. Thus 
far he had confined his efforts to appear self-confident to those instances 
where he had been face to face with the most responsible people involved. 
He had had to face Perry Rhodan, the First Administrator, who had called 
him in for a personal discussion of the matter. Then Solar Marshal Mercant 
who insisted on knowing every last detail, “just in case.” And finally he had 
now confronted his own people to whom he dared not reveal his 
uncertainty for fear of undermining their morale on the mission. 


He was forced to confess — but only to himself — that he was anything but 
sure of what he was doing. On a mere supposition he had widely overrun 
his department budget. If his intuition turned out to be false, they would 
take it out of his hide. But if he turned out to be right, then Quinto was 


quite certain that he would have proved to be of great service to Terra and a 
few other worlds. 


He went over the plan again on the premise that his suspicions were 
correct. He took pains to search for any possible flaws in his preparations — 
items of special vulnerability that would be most susceptible in case of 
error. He found one single factor of unpredictability but this he had been 
aware of from the beginning. It was something unavoidable. It was the 
pivotal point around which the entire project revolved. 


Once this difficulty had been overcome, then actually nothing could 
interfere — to this extent he relied on the proficiency of his men. 


Provided that his idea wasn’t basically false. 


ok 


After 11 laborious transitions, the ANASTASIA made the journey in 3 days. 
During this time there had been no sign of the FEDORIA. The latter ship 
was in linear flight and was not a part of the same universe that the 
ANASTASIA occupied during its transitions. 


But after the 11th hyper jump it reappeared. At first it was only a tiny green 
blip on the tracking screen, but it grew to be a bright slash of light until 
finally it appeared as a slowly wandering star on the optical viewscreens. 


When it had approached to within 3000 kms it opened fire. The 
ANASTASIA’s defense screens flared brilliantly under the impact, being 
unable to absorb the full force of the shots. The ancient ship thundered and 
shook under the murderous bombardment. 


Capt. Robert Giuliano, otherwise known as “Pop,” began to play his part. 
With shrieking engines, leaving a white glowing contrail of plasma 
particles behind him, he accelerated the ship at maximum thrust. The 
inertial absorbers were only operating at 99.5% of their rated capacity. The 
remaining 0.5% caused the hull plates to groan under the strain while the 
men on board desperately gasped for air. The residual acceleration pressure 
jumped swiftly to twice the Earth’s gravity. 


The FEDORIA did not take long to react. However, its velocity proved to 
be not much greater than that of its quarry. During the ensuing hours the 
distance between the two vessels did not appear to diminish to any great 
extent. And the fact that the ships were in highly accelerated movement 
was such a hindrance to the target sighting devices that the ANASTASIA 
was only intermittently grazed by an energy beam. 


It was in this pattern that the two space vessels raced into the binary system 
of Aptut. 


Nike Quinto personally directed the maneuver. If his predictions were 
correct, the time for success or failure of the operation was rapidly 
approaching. He did not want to waste a single second of these vital hours. 


At a distance of one light hour he formally announced his presence to the 
government of Trakarat, the principal world of the Aptut System, and 
informed them that he was in pursuit of a criminal. The Trakarat 
government was warned against offering any assistance to the fleeing ship 
or its crew. Quinto was certain that the Baalol people would comply with 
the warning especially since there was no advantage to doing any favors for 
the fugitive. 


As a matter of fact, not a single Baalol ship put in an appearance. Quinto 
watched with satisfaction while the ANASTASIA approached the 4th planet, 
Aptulad, and maneuvered into an orbit around it. When the old Springer 
longship swung out of sight on the other side of the planet that faced the 
binary sun, Quinto prepared for a decisive attack. 


The ANASTASIA was soon overtaken and it put up a feeble defense. 100 
kms beneath it lay the steaming, primitive jungle. Above it in the star- 
strewn blackness of the void stood the dimly-shimmering sphere of the 
FEDORIA, spewing forth poorly aimed salvos of death and destruction. 


The instruments of the battered ship had registered energy sources on the 
surface of Aptulad. The first part of Nike Quinto’s suspicions had been 
confirmed. Now the plan proceeded according to schedule. The weak 
counterfire of the ANASTASIA merely caused the screens of the FEDORIA 
to glimmer now and then. On the other hand the defense screens of the 
Springer ship were already close to collapse. It could only be a matter of 
minutes before the decrepit hull would burst asunder. 


Capt. “Pop” Giuliano had assembled his men in the control central. The 
few weapons still in operation were firing automatically. The gun positions 
had long since been evacuated. Only one of the viewscreens was still 
functioning. It revealed an image of the FEDORIA and the faintly-glowing 
tracks of the weapon beams that swept down upon the ANASTASIA. 

Pop reached out a hand to Ron Landry. “It’s about time for us,” he said 
calmly. In the next instant a thunderous jolt from a hit ran through, the ship 
and threw the men against each other. Pop released Ron’s hand. “Good 


luck!” he shouted above the clamor. “I wish you all the best!” Then he 
bellowed at his crewmen: “Abandon ship! To the hangar lock — on the 
double!” 


The men worked their way forward with difficulty through, the pall of 
smoke in the passageways and lift shafts. They had long since sealed the 
helmets of their spacesuits. Due to the intermittent functioning of the 
antigrav system the main corridor sometimes seemed to be canted upward, 
then downward again. Nobody spoke. Pop Giuliano was deeply concerned. 
He had adhered strictly to the agreed time schedule, even to the second, but 
it seemed that the FEDORIA was not fallowing its fire plan correctly. The 
ANASTASIA had received far too many hits. He reflected that if he and his 
men reached the escape ship they would be lucky. As for the others — 


A blast of superheated air shot through, the corridor. Pop felt it through, his 
suit. The ancient vessel bucked and reared. Pop was lifted upward and 
thrown backward and his men caught him. The thunderclap of an explosion 
roared in their helmet speakers. 


“The deuterium tanks!”’ yelled Pop. “Faster, men!” 


Now they were running. They stumbled and fell, regained their feet, and 
struggled to stay together. Pop led the way. Even in the thickest of smoke 
he seemed to find his way confidently between bulging and twisted walls as 
if he had been born on the ancient ship. 


They didn’t have to open the inner hatch of the hangar lock because it 
wasn’t there. One of the explosions had torn it away. The two auxiliary 
spacecraft were still hanging in their moorings. The braces were creaking 
and bending but they were holding. The airlock door of the larger ship 
stood open. Pop stationed himself there and helped his men to climb on 
board. 


Once inside, he took over the pilot’s seat and activated the hatch closure. 
He set the craft in motion just as a new hit blasted away the outer hatch of 
the hangar. Freed from its prison, the lens shaped spaceboat shot away 
from the stern of the battered ANASTASIA. 


While setting a course for the FEDORIA he picked up the telecom mike. 
According to plan he announced to Landry’s group: “We are out and 
gone!” Then not according to plan he added: “We’re crossing all our 
fingers for you!” 

The distance between the spaceboat and the heavily firing FEDORIA 
closed swiftly. If his flight had been observed from the ground at all, which 
Pop doubted, it would appear that the tiny craft was making a suicidal run 


straight into the beam fire. He was sure that the Baalol priests would not 
see through, the trick maneuver. 


And that was the main thing, after all. 
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“A lot of good that will do us!” snorted Lofty Patterson angrily when he 
heard Pop Giuliano’s parting words over the radio. 


In the next moment the ANASTASIA received a hit in the propulsion sector 
that stood it on its bow. The receiver that had just been crackling with 
Pop’s last message tore loose from the bulkhead and went rumbling across 
the deck. The jolt had thrown Lofty onto his back and he had to scramble 
quickly out of the way to avoid it. The receiver bounded against the last 
intact viewscreen and in a clattering crash their only visual contact with the 
outside world was obliterated. 


With an astonishing agility, Lofty regained his feet. He heard a hollow, 
echoing thunder pervading the entire ship and he sensed to his horror that 
he was becoming weightless. The ship was falling. In front of him he saw 
Ron Landry, Larry Randall and the robot clinging to bulkhead studdings 
and conduits. 


He heard Ron’s voice in his helmet receiver: “This is it! Let’s get out of 
here!” 


Lofty made a hefty leap that carried him through, the open hatchway 
through the curtain of smoke he could see that some of the decking in the 
main corridor was missing. He glided downward through, a gaping hole but 
it didn’t matter to him. This way he could get to the hangar faster 


The echoing thunder he heard was the rushing of air as the ship hurtled 
deeper into the atmosphere. With unrelenting force the wind streaked 
through, the ruptured hull into the ship’s interior. Before Lofty felt a solid 
deck under him, one of these air blasts blew him 10 meters out of his 
trajectory. 


From somewhere came Ron Landry’s voice: “Stay together, you fools! 
Don’t lose your way! We only have about one minute left!” 


Lofty picked himself up. Smoke and fumes were all around him. 
Everything seemed to have lost its normal shape and reason. There weren’t 
any more passages and rooms — just a confusion of buckled walls made out 
of gray metal plastic. He squeezed through, a narrow opening and ran in 
what he thought was the right direction. Every step lifted him from the 


deck and sent him sailing several meters ahead. Thus it only took him a few 
seconds to realize that he had gotten into a blind alley. When he turned 
back he began to be gripped by fear — fear of being left in the wreck until it 
crashed to the ground. 


He began to call out, and Ron and Larry answered him. Their voices 
seemed to be far away, but by their sound in his helmet speaker he could 
not make out what direction they were coming from. He could only keep 
running at random. He crashed into outjutting walls and the absence of 
gravity caused him to bounce back farther. Sweat came into his eyes and 
half blinded him. Smoke swirled thickly about him and often he could not 
see where he was going. 


1? 


He heard Ron Landry calling to him: “We only have 10 seconds, Lofty 
“Then you men get out of here!” the old man shouted in a cracked voice. 


He came to a stop. It was no use. He wouldn’t find his way in time. It was 
over with. He wasn’t even afraid any more because it would be ridiculous 
to get all worked up about his fate when certain death was only a matter of 
seconds. He was merely tired — very, very tired. 


Something clanked and clattered near him. A warped plate tore loose from 
the wall and was blasted away by a burst of incoming air. For the fraction 
of a second Lofty looked down through, a man sized hole at the sun bright 
jungles of Aptulad. But the air stream had cleared away the smoke and 
suddenly he could see his way. He was already in the hangar lock. Its near 
wall loomed only 20 meters away. He could see the smaller spaceboat 
which was still held by its reinforced moorings. 


“Stop!” he shouted. “Wait! I can see you now!” He started to run, then 
tripped over something and plunged forward head over heels, which served 
to accelerate him a few extra meters toward his goal. 
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Ron’s calm voice answered him: “We’re waiting, Lofty — be careful 


Lofty covered the remaining distance in two giant leaps. The last jump 
carried him right into the open airlock of the flier. The hatch closed 
immediately and before the inner door could open he felt the craft taking 
off. Such lifeboats were not equipped with antigrav or inertial systems so 
that the return of gravity threw him to the deck. The inner hatch opened 
before him. Powerful hands grasped him and pulled him inside. 


Confused and exhausted, the old man sank into a contour chair. On a small 
viewscreen he could see the jungle trees racing toward him at the same 
speed as before when he had glanced through, the hole in the wall. There 
was no immediate sign of the ANASTASIA, but suddenly the trees below 


appeared to flatten out. A brilliant flash of light obliterated the view as the 
lifeboat was jolted in another direction. Lofty saw Ron Landry fighting the 
controls and wondered what was happening. The small craft banked onto a 
curving course, and after that the situation was self-evident. 


The ANASTASIA had crashed and exploded. The power plant fusion piles 
had detonated like a hydrogen bomb. About 30 kms away, the location of 
the ANASTASIA’s final bow was marked by a fiery mushroom cloud. It rose 
swiftly at first and then slowly expanded as it reached the rarer strata of the 
atmosphere. 


Ron finally brought the ship under control. “That was close!” he shouted. 
“That was at least a megaton blast and we were still in critical range!” 


Still swiftly but now undisturbed, the lifeboat descended toward the endless 
green mat of the jungle below. 


3: 
MEECH8H PLAYS IT “SQUARE” 


Nike Quinto made a visit to Trakarat in the FEDORIA although it was 
definitely without an invitation. Akrot-Tene, the Supreme Baalol, 
maintained a cool reserve when Nike thanked him for not interfering with 
the pursuit of the illegal ship. The high priest did not reply, nor did he 
extend any invitation to the FEDORIA, but of course Quinto had 
anticipated this. While en route from Aptulad his technicians had rigged 
one of the giant ship’s propulsion units to look as if it had been hit by 
enemy fire. Even Akrot-Tene could not object to the Terrans remaining on 
Trakarat until the damage was repaired. 


Also before landing on the central planet, Quinto had learned through, a 
series of pulse coded messages that his commando team had landed on 
Aptulad without interference. On Trakarat there was no indication that 
anyone had observed the escape of the lifeboats from the ANASTASIA But 
in any event the Baalols would be wary about revealing that anything was 
out of the ordinary on Aptulad. Their activities on the 4th planet of the 
system were veiled in the strictest secrecy. 


Three days after the landing, Quinto learned that his commandos on 
Aptulad had come to a point where their investigations were gradually 
showing some results. He was especially interested in a report on the 
findings of Meech Hannigan. The robot agent had detected mental activities 
there which were of an unknown pattern and completely alien and so far 
they were at their greatest intensity in the area where the 4 man team was 
presently located. 


Of course Meech Hannigan was not a telepath in the usual sense, in spite of 
his complex system of positronic micro organs, but like many special 
robots he was equipped with an individual sensor. His memory banks had 
been supplied with data concerning the thought and cell patterns of the 
Baalol people. It was emphasized in the report that he was picking up the 
alien pattern along with the known Baalol patterns. 


That was enough for Nike Quinto. His suspicions had been correct. The 
dangerous mission had passed the critical point. So far, everything was 
going smoothly. Now all that was left was the waiting. 


Somewhat hastily, Nike interrupted the “repair work” on the FEDORIA and 


departed from Trakarat. The ship flew across the inhospitable system at top 
acceleration and left it in the direction of the Earth. Shortly before it 
entered semispace for hyper velocity linear flight, it launched a small 
auxiliary craft Unmanned and guided by instruments, the Guppy class 
spaceboat returned into an orbit around the Aptut System. It had been 
assigned an important role in the further development of the operation 


At a distance of 2000 light years from Aptut the FEDORIA emerged into 
normal space where Quinto took time to send off a lightly coded report to 
Earth concerning the pursuit and destruction of the “illegal” spaceship. 
Then he got under way again — of course in a reverse direction. 


On Trakarat no one had noticed the Guppy ship since it was stationed some 
8.5 light hours from the central planet, a distance of more than 8 billion 
kms. According to plan, however, they had most likely picked up Nike 
Quinto’s report saying that the FEDORIA was now definitely on its way 
back to Earth — a point which until now had been in question. 


Meanwhile the FEDORIA returned to the Aptut System and took up a 
position within one light hour from the outermost planet. 
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Lofty Patterson squatted on the ground and poked around in the moldy 
loam of the jungle floor. Like his companions he had wrapped his small kit 
of instruments, food and other important items in his jacket and laid it next 
to him. The sweat rolled down his face in little streams. 


“Strange,” he kept muttering to himself. 


Ron Landry, Larry Randall and the robot sat behind him on the trunk of a 
tree that appeared to have fallen recently. 

“What’s so strange?” asked Ron. 

“No more wildlife around here,” grumbled Lofty. 

“Maybe what’s over there across from us has scared them away,” 
suggested Larry. 

Lofty shook his head. “Maybe the bigger creatures,” he said, “like snakes, 
lizards, flying bears and who knows what else. But beetles, snails and 
worms? How do you scare them away .. ?” 

He had gotten up, but he continued to study the patch of virgin soil he had 
swept clear of decaying vegetation. Then he turned suddenly to Ron 
Landry. “Something doesn’t look right here,” he said with conviction. “I’ve 
never seen a patch of ground like that.” 


Ron came over and had a look at it but he didn’t notice anything unusual. 


Lofty tried to explain. “The surface is a smooth, closed overlay — no holes 
anywhere. No irregularities, no crumbled pieces, just a flat layer. If there 
were any bugs or worms or other vermin here there would be little holes, 
and the top humus would be like loose crumbs or pellets. But this ground 
here. . .?” 


Uncertainly, Ron turned around and began to investigate another spot. He 
remembered that during their long trek from the landing site to their 
objective they had been pestered by antlike insects. The jungle was 
swarming with them and other lower life forms that were thriving on a rich 
supply of nourishment in the constantly renewed surface layer of decaying 
vegetation. He had failed to notice that the insect density had thinned out 
considerably. He had had more important things to look out for. Now when 
he swept the ground clear of its overlay and took a few minutes to look for 
ants or other insects, he realized that Lofty had a point. Something here 
didn’t look right. 


He stared upward at the dense foliage overhead, which was a tangled 
covering of leaves, branches, ferns and lianas — as well as the honeycomb 
plants with their remarkably consistent patterns. It was strange he had 
failed to notice the deathly stillness around them. 


For three Aptulad days, almost 60 hours long, they had pushed their way 
straight through, the forest, and even on the first day the shrieking and 
croaking and yowling around them had almost driven them insane. The 
men had wanted to go back to the spaceboat to rest and to allow themselves 
to gradually get used to their surroundings. The small craft was concealed 
in a stand of giant ferns, far enough from their objective so that the Baalols 
would not detect their energy source. Nevertheless, Landry had insisted on 
continuing their march. Meech Hannigan had gone ahead and cleared a 
path with his disintegrator. He had used a low power beam of course so that 
no stray radiations could be detected. 


Things had improved on the second day. They had shot a flying bear — a 
strange creature that really didn’t have much in common with a normal 
bear. The species appeared to be able to live on land only in its second 
generation. In addition to lungs it had a gill system, and there were finny 
scales on its back that seemed unsuitable for movement in the air or on the 
ground. Meech had inspected the animal and found it to be edible. After 
they had prepared it properly it was found to be a virtual delicacy. 


The noise around them had become more tolerable, as if they were growing 
accustomed to it. In this jungle on Aptulad there didn’t seem to be any 


dangerous large animals. It was probably the smaller creatures that one had 
to be wary of. 


On the third day .. . Yes, how had it been actually on the third day? Had it 
still been noisy? Ron tried to remember that detail but without success. The 
nearness of their goal must have distracted him. He had completely missed 
noticing when they had entered the area where the animal and insect life 
had ceased. 


What mysterious force emanated from that place over there which could 
even repel beetles and worms? How was it that they themselves didn’t 
sense it? 


Ron narrowed his eyes as he looked toward the nearby clearing beyond the 
trees. A stretch of red green grass reflected the unbearable glare of the 
double sun. Close to the ground the air was shimmering from the heat. 


Farther beyond, perhaps 1% kms distant, rose the eerie skyline of 
windowless buildings. They loomed up in every possible shape and form. 
The oblique angles, extensions and annexes, enclosed bridges and tubular 
structures were so intricately combined that they presented a tangled maze. 
Meech Hannigan had already found out that Baalol people were over there 
— at least 2000 he had said. In addition there were many aliens whose brain 
patterns were totally unfamiliar to him. 


Was it the aliens who had driven away the insect life? 


Ron wiped the sweat from his forehead. In spite of the 113° Fahrenheit 
temperature under the heavy ceiling of the forest, a cold shudder ran down 
his spine. He could almost physically sense the wall of sinister forces that 
surrounded the secret base of the Baalol priests. He had to pull himself 
together to keep his thoughts on the right track. 


He realized that on their own side there were conceivably few advantages. 
Perhaps actually there was only one. The Baalols had no idea that a team of 
Terran agents had landed on Aptalud. In this connection it was probable 
that their security coverage wasn’t particularly outstanding because they 
had no reason to think that anyone would ever stray this far from the beaten 
path. But that was merely a supposition. It was just as possible that the 
Baalols had long since detected the presence of the Terrans, and that they 
were waiting until the intruders walked into the trap of their own accord. 


Otherwise all strategic and tactical advantages were on the other side. The 
kilometer wide clearing in front of the buildings was in plain view of any 
observer. The watch crew of the stronghold would need few automatic 
warning devices to alert them to the approach of strangers. Even at night, 


nothing more was needed than an infra-red searchlight provided with a 
sweep drive and connected to a suitable detector. Consequently there was 
no hope of making an approach by daylight. 


At this moment, Lofty expressed his own feelings. “By all the snake gods!” 
he exclaimed. “How do we get into that without being seen?” 


It was the old man’s favorite expression, related to the serpent spirits of his 
native world of Passa. However, at the moment it was irritating to Ron. 
Pull yourself together, he scolded himself. If you lose your nerve now, all 
is lost. 


He turned around to look at Meech. The robot sat on the ground, apparently 
in a stupor. “Sgt. Hannigan!” he called out sharply. “I’m waiting for 
suggestions!” 

Meech stood up and looked at Ron with a friendly expression. “Yes sir,” he 
answered somewhat rigidly. “I might have one, but of course it’s along the 
lines of the old classical strategy. If it doesn’t seem too old fashioned to 
you _?? 

“For God’s sake!” groaned Ron. “Cut off the preamble! Just tell us what it 
is!” 


“Well,” said Meech Hannigan — and then he unfolded his plan. 
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Tappan was bent over his desk and was deeply engrossed in a series of 
formulas when he received the call. 


“An unknown object is approaching the base,” announced the young 
technician who was presently on duty in the security room. 


Tappan observed his face on the small viewscreen. It revealed no sign of 
alarm or excitement. The eyes merely reflected a slight curiosity. 


“What do you think it is?” asked Tappan. 


“T’ve never seen anything like it,” answered the young man. “It looks like a 
square pillar. It’s moving pretty fast toward the south wing.” 


Tappan reflected for a moment. The south wing was not the most important 
part of the installation. They could just let the unknown intruder keep 
coming and then intercept him. That would be better than opening fire at 
long range and destroying him. In the latter case they wouldn’t find out 
where he came from or what he was after. 


“Perhaps it’s an animal?” he suggested. 


“Possible. We’re far from knowing all of the fauna types on Aptulad. 
Maybe there’s a creature that looks like a square pillar and moves at an 
average rate of 10 kms per hour.” 


That didn’t sound very likely. Tappan put his writing instrument aside and 
stood up. “I’m coming,” he said. 


The viewscreen darkened. 


Tappan’s work room was located deep under the planet’s surface, close to 
the extensive laboratories. To reach the security guard room he had to 
traverse a considerable distance through, narrow passages, wide chambers 
and long, dark antigrav shafts. As always in such circumstances he cursed 
the Supreme Baalol’s frugality in laying out and equipping this base. They 
might at least have moving walkways or monorail cars to ease the 
transportation problem. But nothing of the kind had been provided. All 
routes had to be traversed on foot. 


But then he realized that it was understandable when one considered that 
the entire base was dedicated to a single goal, and that the planning for it 
had been predicated on a forecast of being able to reach that goal in no 
more than a few months. Tappan smiled grimly to himself. They had not 
been able to imagine that it would be so difficult. Instead of a few months it 
would require several years — and for that length of time the stronghold on 
Aptulad was too uncomfortably furnished. At any rate, thought Tappan 
resignedly, it was too late now to change it. 


When Tappan entered the compact security room the young technician did 
not even turn around. He sat at the focal point of a horseshoe shaped 
console installation which consisted of small viewscreens, intercom setups, 
control panels and detection instruments. Not all of the viewscreens 
operated simultaneously. They worked in sequence, each coming on for a 
second or so to reveal a sector of the base surroundings. First one and then 
the other would light up briefly, only to darken again. 


Tappan became aware that it was nighttime outside. During the day he was 
too deeply engrossed in his work to take any accounting of time. He was 
troubled by a vague presentiment of danger when he noted that the intruder 
had planned his visit precisely at a time when the environs of the base were 
only illuminated by a revolving infra-red searchlight. 


The technician seemed to be getting the same idea because now he turned 
around concernedly. “Do you think that thing has any hostile intentions?” 
he asked. 


Tappan spared himself the trouble of answering. The youngster belonged to 


the same race as he did. The warning presentiment had been transmitted to 
him. He could sense what was in Tappan’s consciousness. 


“What screen is it?” Tappan inquired. 


The other pointed to a small monitor in the upper row. At the moment it 
was dark but in a few seconds it lighted up and Tappan saw the strange 
looking creature that had been described to him. Measuring 1 1/2 meters 
wide by at least 3 meters in height, the box shaped thing was moving fairly 
swiftly toward the infra-red camera pickup. 


“Hold the searchlight on him,” ordered Tappan. 


The light beam stopped its normal sweep and followed the figure, and all 
monitor screens covering that area lit up brightly, but this didn’t seem to 
bother the remarkable creature. Tappan studied it as it continued to 
approach the base. At first glance its skin or surface appeared to be smooth, 
but closer inspection revealed a curious horizontal pattern of lines or veins 
that traversed the front side of the box. Since its lower extremity reached to 
the ground, Tappan could not see what caused it to move. 


He decided to allow the unidentifiable object to continue toward the 
stronghold. A detail of armed guards could give it a proper reception at 
southern exit 2. He was about to give an order over the intercom when he 
was momentarily interrupted. 


The door rolled to one side, seeming to admit a chill draft from the 
passageway. For a few seconds the brighter illumination from the corridor 
outlined an oblique rectangle of light on the floor. Then the door closed 
again. It was discomforting to Tappan to sense the unseen presence of one 
of the aliens. 


The young technician had gotten to his feet. Tappan detected the fear and 
loathing in his thoughts. “Is — is one of them in here?” he asked anxiously. 


“Yes,” answered Tappan, forcing a tone of firmness. “Now just relax. 
Apparently he wants to find out what’s going on.” 


They stood there waiting in silence. Nothing moved. The two of them alone 
were not capable of making the alien become visible. At least their 
combined mental power was not enough if Dilan, the technician, could only 
sense fear instead of concentrating on their invisible guest. 


Tappan had been dealing often and long enough with the aliens to avoid 
feeling aversion toward them. But as he noted Dilan’s reaction he 
wondered if the two races would ever be able to get along with each other. 
As he brooded over the problem he momentarily forgot the thing outside 
that was still plodding toward them. 


Then he remembered. With a start he whirled around, and without 
bothering about Dilan he issued the command that he had been about to 
give before the alien came in. As if this were all the invisible visitor had 
been waiting for, the door opened and closed again. The two Baalols were 
alone as before. 


“TI don’t like them!” Dilan blurted out finally. “They’re disgusting and 
horrible. They’re — they’re —” 


Tappan sensed clearly what the other was feeling. The youngster’s aversion 
was too great to be put into words. He gave him a friendly punch on the 
shoulder. “Just take it easy,” he muttered grimly. “We’ve all had to get 
used to them. Why should it be any different with you? Just remember — 
they are our guarantee that we will one day carve out our rightful place in 
the galaxy.” 


Dilan’s eyes widened. “Do you think we are doing the right thing?” he 
asked. 


Tappan raised his brows in surprise. “Are you one of the doubters, too?” 
He sensed Dilan’s sudden fright. 


“No!” the other assured him anxiously. “It was — I mean, I said it without 
thinking.” 

Tappan noted that he wasn’t sure of himself. He decided to keep an eye on 
this youngster in the future. An investigation of Molol’s case had revealed 
that Molol could not possibly have escaped from the base without the 
cooperation of a second person. Was Dilan the one who had helped him? 


Then he turned back to the issue at hand. He looked at the viewscreen just 
in time to see the boxlike figure disappear behind a corner of one of the 
buildings. It was a blind angle back there. The area was not covered by a 
monitoring camera, but also there was no entrance to the base there. 


All Tappan could do now was wait and see what the alerted guard detail 
would be able to accomplish. 


Meech moved forward at a peak of suspenseful alertness. If the watchers 
ahead should decide to shoot without warning, he would only have 10 
microseconds to take cover. This was the differential between the 
conductor field of a raygun and its actual energy beam. And even for 
Meech this was an uncomfortably short span of time. The box covering that 
Ron and Lofty had helped him to fashion out of branches, twigs and foliage 


was practically no impediment to him. It was light and rested firmly on his 
head and shoulders. Meech had taken pains to fashion the sides of the box 
with a closely meshed fabric of twigs so that the surfaces would be as even 
as possible. He wondered what the Baalol people would be thinking at this 
moment. He deliberately maintained a constant speed of 10 kms per hour, 
for a reason. He was sure that at any moment the Baalols would begin to 
put two and two together. Too much had happened. One of their own 
priests had defected. An old Springer ship had specifically chosen Aptulad 
as a refuge from a Terran warship and had been destroyed in the process. 
The Baalol people would be stupid not to draw a connection between his 
presence here and all these other events — yet it was necessary to give them 
as few points of comparison as possible. Nowhere in the galaxy was there a 
creature that looked like a rectangular box 3 meters high. And none of the 
intelligent races moved steadily at a rate of 10 kms per hour. This should 
present a mystery to the Baalols. 


By the time Meech had come within 30 meters of the southern edge of the 
building complex he was sure that nobody intended to open fire on him 
without warning. He turned off the portion of his positronics that would 
have warned him in time of an approaching thermo beam. Activating a 
number of his other faculties, he quickly detected the presence of a monitor 
camera ahead of him, as well as a carefully camouflaged entrance to the 
interior of the buildings. The only way he could detect the entrance was by 
picking up stray radiations from its electronic lock system. As he soon 
realized, the camera pickup was by no means the most modem type of 
equipment. The effective viewing angle was small. Any object within 3 
meters of it and no more than a meter in height could no longer be 
registered by it. Also, the entrance was not equipped with an automatic 
alarm system. 


Of course he knew that an infra-red searchlight had been covering him the 
whole time. He had noted when they had stopped the sweep so as to keep 
him constantly on their viewscreen. Actually this was favorable. During 
that time the rest of the area outside the complex was in complete darkness. 


The robot turned to the left and finally got out of the monitor pickup’s 
angle of vision. The southern wing of the base consisted of a central 
building with a number of lateral annexes. The sub wings jutted straight out 
from the center structure and were parallel though at varying distances 
from each other. After rounding a comer, Meech found himself in an open 
space between two of the annex wings. He swiftly observed that there was 
neither an entrance here nor any monitoring devices. In this moment no one 


could see him. 


Meech enlarged one of his peepholes so that he could thrust the barrel of 
his automatic blaster through, it. He went a few steps nearer to the central 
building and then opened fire. 


Kildaar, who led the guard detail that Tappan had alerted, found himself in 
a quandary as to how he should approach the strange, boxlike object. At the 
moment it was out of viewing range. To reach it, he and his six men would 
have to leave the building and go out into the open. The thought was 
disagreeable to him. He decided he preferred to wait until the box moved in 
front of a monitor camera, and above all, close to one of the entrances. 


Of course in this he had overlooked the most important factor. He had 
hardly come to a new decision before the alarm sirens began to shriek in 
the southern sector. The intercom viewscreen in his small guardroom lit up 
and Dilan’s frightened face appeared. 


The young technician shouted at him. “Get going, Kildaar! He’s on our 
west flank and is shooting at the central tract! You have to get him before 
he causes serious damage!” 


Kildaar’s head was spinning. Why should even such a weird creature as 
this one fire blindly at a building wall? What did he expect to accomplish 
by it? Kildaar was torn between the prospect of Dilan thinking he was a 
fool and his sense of duty. Finally he whirled about and shouted at his men. 


“All right, out with you! We have to stop him!” 


They had been waiting for this order. In a few seconds they were running 
down the passage that led to the south exit. They sensed the oppressiveness 
of the warm night air as they stormed out into the open. But now they could 
see the brilliant reflections of the weapon fire that was coming from 
between the nearest annex wings. They ran around the comer and finally 
made out where the intruder was standing. 

On the other hand the box thing seemed to take no notice of the attackers. 
With cool indifference it kept its weapon aimed at the main building and 
continued to fire with the deliberateness of a machine. Kildaar looked 
through, narrowed eyes as molten masonry dripped from the wall and 
hardened again on the ground. 

“Fire!” he shouted. 


The battle lasted only a few seconds. Under a beam crossfire the strange 


box burst brightly into flames. For some moments the scene was flooded 
with such intense light that nobody could see a thing. Then when it was 
over it took a while for their eyes to adjust themselves to the complete 
darkness. 


Kildaar ventured forward hesitantly. With readied weapon he approached 
the spot where the box had last been standing. When he discovered a black, 
smoldering pile of ashes and molten debris he breathed a sigh of 
satisfaction. Their blasters had completed their work. Of course now it 
would be a bit difficult to find out who the stranger had been and what he 
had wanted here. 


Kildaar elevated his gaze and thoughtfully studied the man sized hole that 
the intruder had melted through, the wall of the central building with his 
blaster. 


4. 
THE DEADLY INTRUDER 


Although it was not exactly child’s play, for Meech it had not been 
especially difficult. He had noted the approach of Kildaar and his men soon 
enough. A 10th of a second before they opened fire, he had knocked open 
the front of the box and left it. By the time the shell of twigs ignited under 
the concentrated attack he had almost reached safety. With robotic 
swiftness he had squeezed through, the hole he had made in the wall. He 
had left his automatic behind in the box. The Baalols would find enough 
molten metal in the ashes to explain what had happened to the supposed 
box creature’s weapon. Meech did not need the heavy blaster any more as 
he was otherwise armed. 


Once inside, he looked cautiously around him. The room he had entered 
was empty except for some shelves that ran along the walls, perhaps for 
holding file records. He knew he couldn’t stay here long. The Baalols 
would be coming to repair the hole in the wall. If they were to find him 
here, all of his efforts would have been wasted. 


He went to the door and took 3 seconds to study the workings of its locking 
mechanism. Then he sent out a series of impulses which caused it to open. 
He stepped out into a brightly lighted corridor. 


When he sent out his probes in all directions he detected that the ether was 
crowded with alien brain emanations. But apparently no one was in his 
immediate vicinity. He turned left in a northerly direction. While he walked 
along rapidly he examined the ceiling light system. The plan he had worked 
out depended on no one seeing him. Presumably the Baalols would soon 
realize that a trespasser was in their midst, which was unavoidable, but they 
still wouldn’t know where he was and what he wanted. On such a remote 
world as Aptulad there were a thousand different possibilities, so Meech 
could find himself in a situation where he would not want any light around 
him. Although the Baalol people were endowed with a number of strange 
psi faculties, seeing in the dark was not one of them. 


With a somewhat human sense of satisfaction, Meech took special note of 
the fact that sometimes as many as 5 ceiling lamps were hooked up in 
series. He would only have to knock out one of them to extinguish the other 
four. Since this represented a distance of 15 to 20 meters, that stretch of 


darkness would give him at least a few seconds of security. 


However, his precautionary observations proved to be superfluous. He 
traversed about 100 meters of the passage without meeting anyone. Thus 
far the corridor had run straight ahead, but at the northern end of the main 
building it turned at right angles to the east. It led in this direction for about 
30 meters before it turned a northward again. Meanwhile Meech had taken 
careful note of 14 branch passages and side corridors which led to the 
strange balloon shaped buildings of the central complex 


He had become aware of something else which seemed to be much more 
important. The main Baalol equipment here had not been installed on the 
ground floor. Meech could clearly detect stray radiations coming from 
below. He perceived that the subterranean part of the base was far larger 
and more significant than the rest of it. Probably the surface facilities 
consisted mainly of living quarters and security rooms. The chief objective 
of the stronghold was being pursued under the ground. 


Meech estimated that he was still about 40 meters from the north end of the 
installation when the corridor opened into a large circular chamber which 
evidently served as a main junction point. He counted 20 passages that 
branched off in every conceivable direction. He considered which one to 
choose because so far he had not found an entrance into the subterranean 
sectors. It would be advantageous later to have one located, once he had 
prepared an entrance to the base for Ron Landry and his two companions. 


He had not yet decided when he became aware of something strange. So far 
he had sensed the confused and intermixed brain emanations of both the 
Baalols and the aliens from a distance. Now however the emanations of a 
specific brain emerged from the maze of the others. Meech stood still. He 
realized that one of the aliens was close to him. 


For a robot the memory process is by no means intuitive, nor does it 
proceed in a continuous flow. The picture does not take form as a whole but 
must be built up piece by piece. Meech had to search through, his memory 
banks step by step to determine why he recognized the mind before him as 
completely alien rather than belonging to one of the Baalol priests. Of 
course to an outside observer this process would have seemed to be 
continuous or instantaneous because a robot of Meech’s design didn’t 
require more than 0.5 nanosecond for each memory step. 


Mental activity consumes energy, and in that process stray emanations are 
generated. In contrast to all normal processes we know, thinking processes 
are based on an energy structure that is 5th dimensional. The conducting 
medium of a brain’s stray radiations is the same hyperspace that enables 


spaceships to travel faster than light. 


That was finding number one. Finding number two indicated that these 
brain radiations, aside from their para-dimensional character, behaved like 
those of a radio transmitter. And in the case of radio emanations one could 
recognize the frequency at which the transmitter operated. With sensitive 
instruments one could also make the broadcast transmissions audible or at 
least determine how the carrier frequency is being modulated. 


Finding number three: for the brain emanations of every race there is a 
characteristic carrier range and a limited number of modulation patterns. 
Carrier frequencies and modulations patterns offer a better means of 
identification than examination of the physical structure as long as 
members of different races are considered — or also better than the 
fingerprint method for members of the same race. 


Finding number four: the carrier frequency and modulation patterns that 
Meech was picking up at this moment were not characteristic of any of the 
known galactic races. 


Finding number five: the robot Meech Hannigan was standing directly in 
front of one of the aliens that the Terran mission on Aptulad was concerned 
with. 


And finally number six: the alien was invisible. He could not have been 
more than 5 meters away, and Meech had a clear view in every direction 
for a distance of much more than 5 meters. The alien was nowhere to be 
seen. 


Meech arrived at these conclusions in the incredibly short space of 3 
nanoseconds. He needed about 1000 times that much time to determine 
whether or not he could translate the other’s mental activity into 
comprehensible ideas. The answer was negative. Being designed on the 
basis of Terran logic, Meech’s positronics could not determine the kind of 
modulation that was involved here. 


Meech reached his decision only a few microseconds after first becoming 
aware of the alien. He aimed his small hand disintegrator at the spot where 
he knew the alien would have to be — and without hesitation he pressed the 
trigger. 


A frantic cry shrilled through, the room. For the fraction of a second the 
shadowy outlines of a tall, thin figure became visible at the end of the 
darting, pale green energy beam, but it vanished almost as quickly as it had 
appeared. The cry was silenced and the radiations of the alien brain died 
out abruptly. 


Meech went on in the same direction as before. He decided against taking 
any of the lateral passages. Since he had had his first enemy encounter, now 
it was urgent to provide an entrance to the base for Ron, Larry and Lofty as 
soon as possible. 


The great advantage of a robot was that he did not know such emotional 
disturbances as fear or surprise. Instead of brooding over who it was that 
had just crossed his path and how the mission on Aptulad might be affected 
by this strange encounter, he catalogued his latest experiences and 
incorporated them into his memory banks. When the occasion arose he 
would refer to them again. 


He was not even impressed by the fact he knew now who the aliens were. 


ok 


Lofty looked peevishly at the small device on his wrist. “They’re still 
aiming their searchlight toward the south,” he said. “I just don’t see why 
we’ re wasting our time here. Instead of waiting for Meech it’d be better for 
us to go ahead and find a place somewhere to get in there by ourselves.” 


Ron sat next to him in the darkness. “My dear friend,” he said with a hint 
of sarcasm, “may I remind you that this is the 5th time I’ve had to listen to 
that nonsense?” 


“The 6th time!” said Larry Randall, correcting him. 


“Fine ... so the 6th time. Of course if I had known that the people of Passa 
were such geniuses that they could set up logical plans even better than a 
robot of Meech’s type —” 


“All right, all right!’ exclaimed Lofty in an offended tone. “I know the rest 
by heart. I won’t say another word!” 


Ron chuckled softly to himself. Basically he was as impatient as Lofty. 
Conditions were favorable. Probably they might have penetrated the base 
by now if Meech hadn’t come up with his own idea. But that Meech 
Hannigan had made the plan signified that in this situation there wasn’t any 
better method than the one he had proposed. It also meant that they had to 
remain sitting here until Meech sent the signal they had agreed upon. 


Enough time for some pondering, Ron reflected. Actually who were these 
aliens that Nike Quinto had sent them chasing after? It was unusual that the 
colonel had not uttered a word on that score. It was not like him at all. 
Before sending men out on a mission he always explained as much as he 
knew about it himself. 


This time he hadn’t done that, which meant that he didn’t know certain 
facts yet concerning their objective. 


Ron considered the word, “know.” If Nike Quinto didn’t know, then he 
must at least suspect something of a specific nature. Otherwise he would 
not have launched this operation, especially not with such lavish 
expenditures as the preparation of a first line battleship and the 
camouflaging of a decrepit Springer ship. And probably, which was more 
like him, he had kept his mouth shut about the aliens because he didn’t 
want to be guilty of calling the wrong shot if his suspicions fumed out to be 
false. 


What could the facts be? The political situation in the galaxy was very 
muddled. The Arkonide Imperium was in trouble, with Terrans occupying 
its key positions almost exclusively. The Imperium was old and on the 
verge of crumbling apart, but for the sake of a balance of power it had to be 
held together. Terra could not afford to have a power vacuum in the area 
that was presently occupied by the Imperium. 


Out there were the Springers, racially related to the Arkonides, who were 
trade gypsies or gypsies of trade, however you wanted to look at them. 
They were always out to line their own pockets and were only reliable 
allies as long as they could sniff out a business opportunity in the process. 


And one must not forget the Aras, the biomedic geniuses whose methods 
were unscrupulous by human standards. They were probing into the 
ultimate secrets of life and always wore a chip on their shoulder if anybody 
tended to thwart their objectives. Since they were always prepared to 
finance their experiments through, trading in dangerous narcotics, the Earth 
had no other choice than to thwart them whenever it was necessary. 


And finally there were the Antis, the Baalol people. Although no one was 
privy to their plans there was no doubt anywhere that the Baalols wanted to 
play a leading role in the galaxy. Through a tacit takeover of key positions 
in the Arkonide Imperium the Terrans occupied this role at present — so this 
made the Baalols enemies automatically. 

Many foes, much honor, someone had once said. Ron preferred much 
peace, more harmony. 

The Terran fleet was thinly deployed throughout the galaxy in an effort to 
maintain peace everywhere. So far they had not suffered reversals 
anywhere at the hands of the galactic powers, but it was by no means 
certain that this gratifying status would continue for long. 


Aliens had appeared along the rim of the Milky Way, strange beings from 


another galaxy or out of the depths of the intercosmic abyss — no one knew 
which for certain. Two races were involved, the Posbis and the Laurins. 
Basically the Posbis were robots but somewhere in their grotesque forms 
was a tiny quantity of organic material that enabled them to feel organic 
type emotions. Although they were robots they could express anger and 
hate. From all that anyone knew about them, it was evident that they 
regarded all organic life forms in the galaxy as their bitterest enemies. With 
an unequaled ferocity — and a technology far advanced over that of the 
Terrans — they attacked anyone crossing their path either by accident or 
intention, and nothing could convince them that hostile intent was not 
hidden behind the most rational behavior of others. 


So much for the Posbis. As for the Laurins, no one knew anything about 
them, not even what they wanted, because so far nobody had ever been able 
to capture one of them. 


Ron looked across the clearing. If only Meech would make contact, he 
thought. 


Tappan was still in the security room when a delegation from the aliens 
paid him a visit. When the door rolled aside he immediately sensed the 
presence of at least six alien minds. Although the creatures were invisible, 
Tappan knew that when they came in a group like this they wanted to talk 
to him. 


Dilan had gotten up and now stood with his back to the panel of 
viewscreens. His eyes reflected fear and loathing. He stood there as if 
entranced, staring at the spot from which the alien brains were sending out 
their unintelligible emanations. Tappan was less surprised at the 
unexpected visit than he was apprehensive about the young technician. 
Perhaps it would be advisable to exclude him from this affair. 


He gave him an order. “Go and get Yram and his group.” 


With a look of gratitude, Dilan made a wide loop around the place where 
the aliens seemed to be standing and left the room. Tappan could just as 
easily have called Yram over the intercom, but it was better to get Dilan 
and his overblown fears out of the way. 


While waiting for Yram he turned on the searchlight’s sweep drive again. 
Dilan had forgotten this in his excitement over the advent of the box 
creature. Now the viewscreens lit up sequentially again, covering the entire 
surroundings of the base in a 3 minute cycle. Tappan satisfied himself that 


everything was in order. 


Meanwhile his mind was racing. There was no doubt the aliens had come 
to be informed about the incident that had just occurred. From the start they 
had been very uneasy, he thought. Too uneasy. Every few minutes they 
were finding fault with the security arrangements that had been provided 
for the Aptulad project. As if anyone would ever think there was a secret 
base here! The whole galaxy knew that the Baalols had confined 
themselves to Trakarat, the main planet of the system. And if they were 
going to set up a stronghold anywhere else, who would believe they’d do it 
on Aptulad of all places? It was a hot jungle world that passed between the 
two suns of the system every two years, registering temperatures as high as 
200° Fahrenheit! 


However it was apparently impossible to impart this to the aliens. They 
continued to be on edge. And now they wanted to know something about 
the box. What should he tell them? — that its remains had been analyzed 
and found to have consisted mostly of plant-organic material, although 
there was also a clump of melted metal present? Obviously the metallic 
residue was what was left of the weapon that the thing had used for firing at 
the main building — but the plant material? Had the thing been a vegetable 
creature? Tappan thought about the man sized hole in the wall of the main 
building. He could not rid himself of the suspicion that the box had only 
been a camouflage covering for the real enemy, who might have gone 
through, the hole when Kildaar opened fire. Of course it was only a 
nebulous suspicion which the conscious portion of his mind tended to 
reject. If any stranger had actually penetrated the base, Tappan’s trained 
mind would have been able to differentiate the intruder’s thought 
emanations from those of his own people and the aliens. But this had not 
happened, so there could be no such stranger inside the stronghold. 


Yet Tappan could not exclude such doubts entirely. Under normal 
circumstances he wouldn’t have been too concerned about it, but he didn’t 
know how much of his thought content he could really conceal from the 
aliens. If they once found out that he himself was uncertain of the situation, 
then the whole operation would be endangered. As a consequence this 
would not exactly induce the Supreme Baalol, Akrot-Tene, to think kindly 
of his servant, Tappan. 


Tappan stopped racking his brains about it when Yram appeared with his 
priests. It was not necessary to explain to Yram why he had been 
summoned. Ever since this base had been built, he and his aides had only 
had one assignment: to enable Tappan to communicate with the aliens. 


Actually during the first such interchange it had been revealed that any 
articulate contact between the Baalols and the aliens could only occur when 
a given number of trained concentrators from both sides were present. 
Apparently their combined mental powers were required to break down a 
natural barrier of some kind that existed between the two races. Akrot-Tene 
had made a careful and extensive search for some time before he had 
selected Yram and his companions for this task and sent them to Aptulad. 
Previously Yram had been the head of the priest school for meditation. The 
ones who had joined him had all held leading posts at the same school. 


Without a word Yram and his team placed themselves on either side of the 
long desk that Dilan had been using a short time before. A place was left 
for Tappan at one end. He waited until he sensed that the aliens had taken 
up a position at the other end. Then he ordered Yram and his men to close 
their eyes and concentrate on the invisible barrier. A few seconds later the 
post like shapes of the aliens became visible, and Tappan began to grasp 
their thoughts. 


“Stranger... infiltrated ... betrayal .. . danger.” 


With an effort, Tappan suppressed an audible sigh. He knew they were 
afraid. “There is no stranger inside the base,’ he answered, with as much 
conviction as he could muster. Then in the simplest possible terms he 
described the incident with the strange, boxlike intruder. 


However his statement did not appear to convince them. They obviously 
possessed information that contradicted everything he was saying. He felt 
that they were trying to tell him, but all he grasped were isolated shreds of 
thought that didn’t seem to have any connection with each other. 


“Presence... life... extinguished . . . overpowering . . . danger.” 


The only thing he really understood was that they considered the situation 
to be dangerous and that they were fearful. This irritated him, and the fact 
that he couldn’t grasp what they were afraid of finally made him mad. 


He shouted at them. “We can’t get anywhere here with over anxiety and 
cowardice! I’m telling you once more that no stranger is to be found inside 
this base. So for just a few of you who have lost your nerve we’re not going 
to stand on our heads!” 


That let off some steam, and he knew he wasn’t running much risk of their 
understanding him in detail. Due to their constant state of fear, which 
seemed almost to be a racial characteristic, the insulting term, cowardice, 
was apparently beyond any moral evaluation for them. And they had even 
less of an idea of what standing on one’s head was supposed to mean. 


Nevertheless their reaction was considerable. With unaccustomed force the 
aliens declared: “No protection . . . own initiative ... warning... 
dangerous.” 


That was clear enough. They didn’t want to depend any longer on their 
hosts but would take measures of their own to protect themselves. “I have 
no objection,” Tappan answered sullenly. “Do what you wish!” 


In the same moment the alien shapes vanished from the opposite end of the 
desk. Tappan heaved a sigh of relief as if awakening from a nightmare. The 
veil had fallen again. There was no further contact with the alien brains. 


“You can relax now,” he told Yram and his men. 


*k 


For the sentinel in the small guardroom next to the northern exit to the 
base, it came as a complete surprise when the electric power went out with 
a short, angry hiss. In the next moment the sparsely furnished room was 
plunged into darkness. At regular intervals the viewscreen had been 
showing him the northern sector of the grounds outside, each time the 
infra-red searchlight illuminated that area, but now it was also permanently 
darkened. 


The guard, Heryl, jumped to his feet, instinctively sensing danger. But that 
instinct was all he had to go on. However intensively he applied the 
multiple faculties of his brain, he detected nothing unusual in his vicinity. 
But the lights were out in spite of the fact that the base was equipped with 
emergency generators for all conceivable breakdowns. If the lights 
continued to remain dark much longer, then something of a very critical 
nature must have happened. 


Heryl activated a special section of his brain and surrounded himself with a 
mental defense screen that protected him from the effects of any possible 
weapon. It was an irrational action because he was sure that he would have 
sensed the presence of any enemy near him. Nevertheless he breathed 
easier when he became aware of the characteristic vibrations in his brain 
which told him that the screen was in operation. No weapon could harm 
him now, whether it worked on the principle of projectiles or energy 
beams. That is, unless someone used both types against his screen 
simultaneously. In that case his protection would prove ineffective. But 
Heryl didn’t worry about such a possibility. Unknown intruders who 
sneaked around and knocked out power sources were usually armed with 
one kind of weapon. Heryl stood expectantly in front of his desk with his 


eyes closed, since they wouldn’t have served him in the total darkness 
anyway, and he listened for any sounds nearby. He was startled when the 
door quietly rolled open before him. For a moment he had an urge to shout 
for help, but he still failed to sense the presence of an enemy here. 


It occurred to him that it was strange the door had moved. The opening 
mechanism required current, and there wasn’t any current at present. The 
dead ceiling lamps and darkened viewscreen were proof enough of that. 


All of a sudden, Heryl struggled against a mounting fear. What was 
happening here? 

He took two or three uncertain steps toward the open doorway. Normally 
he could see a portion of the south main passage from there, but now the 
corridor outside was dark. No, not quite! Heryl sensed relief when he noted 
that ceiling lamps were shining farther down the hall. He could make out 
the faint, whitish shimmering of light in the distance. 


He would go down there and find out what was going on. Somebody must 
be able to explain why the emergency power wasn’t working. Having made 
his decision, his courage returned to him. 


He moved closer to the door. Nothing stirred around him. He stretched out 
his arm toward the right side of the door to get his bearings and not bump 
into anything. Then a simple, almost primitive weapon came into play, 
against which his screen was powerless to defend him. 


He had hardly touched the doorframe when he received such a powerful 
electric shock that he fell unconscious on the spot. 


Shortly after that the lights came on again. Meech Hannigan had unhooked 
the voltage lead from the metal door and reestablished the power supply to 
the guardroom. He stepped into the small chamber and waited until the 
door closed behind him. Then he checked the unconscious Anti and 
concluded that he wouldn’t regain consciousness for several hours. 

Only then did he send out the planned signal. Shortly thereafter he left the 
room through, a second door in order to show Ron, Larry and Lofty the 
way. 


5. 
THE ALIEN POWER 


Tappan was gravely worried. It had to do with the aliens — and a report 
which he wondered whether or not to send to Trakarat. 


In his private opinion they would never achieve a_ satisfactory 
communication with the others. The differences between the two races 
were too deep and serious to be bridged in the manner that might normally 
be expected at the first contact between two galactic cultures. Telepathy 
failed at the point where the differences of concept and perception between 
the two conversing parties were too great. And that, thought Tappan, was 
the case here. 


Akrot-Tene would not be happy about the report. For the Supreme Baalol 
the arrival of the aliens had come just at the right time. Since they had 
evidently come with friendly intentions he quickly saw how he could use 
the superior technology of the Invisibles to his own advantage. For he was 
the absolute lord over several million subjects who were richly endowed 
with parapsychic faculties, and they all had but one common goal: to rule 
the galaxy. Nature had provided them with all the requisites for 
maintaining their position as masters where they had once risen to 
dominance before. All they needed was the technical power to balance the 
scales against the present superiority of their enemies. 


The aliens had this power. From the beginning, Akrot-Tene had made no 
secret of his plans where the aliens were concerned He was convinced that 
they understood him and were ready to grant him the assistance he needed. 
In his view the plan to conquer the galaxy was close to being realized. 


Perhaps he was right, mused Tappan. Naturally they had no other course 
but to strive for supremacy, since they were born rulers. But whether or not 
Akrot-Tene would be able to use the offered help at the critical moment — 
that is, to simply point out to the aliens where and when he needed them — 
Tappan wasn’t sure. In other words, at the moment he was ready to answer 
this question with an emphatic no. 


In his opinion, years of preparation were still necessary. To be able to build 
on the basis of a common understanding, the two races would have to study 
each other and get to know one another’s disposition and method of 
thinking. And even that presupposed that they had come to Trakarat with 


intentions that were at least remotely related to what the Baalols interpreted 
them to be. Why should they have come here out of mere curiosity instead 
of with the intention of mixing into inner galactic politics? 


Tappan rubbed his forehead. Nobody could tell anything for sure. Akrot- 
Tene had to be advised of this uncertainty factor even if there was the risk 
of falling out of favor with the Most High. Tappan got to his feet. He had 
made his decision. Akrot-Tene would receive the report, and as soon as 
possible. Every moment of delay was dangerous 


Dilan had resumed to the security room in the meantime, somewhat 
embarrassed by the fear he had felt in front of the aliens. Now he looked up 
in surprise. He had clearly sensed the strong impulse of Tappan’s decision. 
“A difficult situation,” he said somewhat self-consciously. “But I believe 
you’re right. It’s necessary to inform the Supreme Baalol.” 


Somewhat distractedly, Tappan noted that the youngster had read his 
thoughts. “Yes,” he said absently. “First of all we have to find a basis for 
matching our mental imageries. Only then can we work out a method of 
communication.” 


He failed to notice that Dilan reacted as if he had touched a hot poker. He 
also missed the other’s startled impulse which indicated that Dilan had 
actually expected that an understanding with the aliens would never be 
reached. 


Dilan didn’t have time to regret having revealed his feelings so carelessly, 
because before he could think of something an invisible cover seemed to 
come down over his head. It was a strange, stifling sensation. He heard a 
roaring sound in his ears and saw Tappan stagger a few steps to lean 
against the door uncertainly. The latter turned and shouted something at 
him. But Dilan neither received the thought behind the shout nor did he 
hear the words. He was cut off from his surroundings. 


In that first moment he was driven only by fear. He sprang up and cried out. 
Tappan stared at him questioningly. Dilan ran to him and hung on to him as 
if seeking protection. Tappan grasped him by the shoulders angrily and 
made him straighten up. Only then did Dilan collect himself enough to 
activate the countless defense cells of his brain, which he had learned to 
control at the priest school. Almost immediately the terrible pressure on 
him was relieved. Whatever it might have been it had not been able to 
withstand the tremendous energies of a Baalol brain. 


Suddenly Tappan’s voice was audible, and Dilan could also clearly pick up 
his thoughts. 


“IT forgot to tell you,’ said Tappan. “The aliens think somebody has 
penetrated into the base. They said they were going to drive the intruder 
away or destroy him in their own way. Maybe that’s the cause of what we 
just felt. It would be best for you to keep your parasector activated.” 


ok 


100 meters away, the aliens had formed a group which would have been 
invisible to any chance passerby unless he were gifted with super sensory 
perception. Using a means provided by their indescribably alien 
intelligence, they sought to destroy the intruder and whoever might be 
following him. They alone knew that there actually was an intruder here 
because one of their own kind had been killed by him. Or as they would 
have expressed it: his life had been extinguished by the presence of an 
overpowering danger. 


Previously they had done some logical meditation. At least their logic was 
not unlike that of any other intelligent beings, in the respect that they 
assumed other foes would also come from the south like the first one. Of 
course their defense measures also embraced the northern part of the 
building complex in order to keep the first intruder in check, but by far the 
greater part of their energies were concentrated on the southern half of the 
base, so that other enemies outside would be destroyed. 


The aliens had also recognized that these enemies possessed a weapon that 
they were in no way prepared for. 


Ron thoughtfully studied the unconscious guard. “Two hours you say?” 
Meech nodded. “He’ll be out for between two and two and a half hours.” 


Ron looked at him doubtfully. “Will that be enough time? We can’t afford 
having an alarm as long as we’ re inside the base.” 


Meech raised his brows in a completely human manner as if he had just 
remembered something important. “Before I forget, sir . . . there’s 
something I wanted to talk to you about. I’ve had a chance to estimate the 
number of Baalols stationed here. There are about 3000 of them. 
Considering the limited extent of the installation we would have little 
chance of getting through, even the first hour without being seen. So it 
doesn’t make much difference whether the guard sounds an alarm in two 
hours or two and a half hours. In any case it would be the most favorable to 


us if we could finish our task in 40 or 50 minutes, or even faster.” 


Ron thought it over. When they came into the base, Meech had briefly 
reported his findings to him. Ron had not yet recovered from the shock of 
one particular revelation. For the 4th time he asked the robot: “Are you 
sure there can be no doubt about the aliens’ identity?” 


Meech shook his head. “We already know from experience that these 
beings are only vulnerable to disintegrators,” he answered. “It happened 
that time on the BOB XXI. Also the after effects of a disintegrator shot are 
the same here as they were there. There can be no doubt that the aliens here 
are’ members of the extragalactic race of Laurins.” 


So that was it, and now nobody had to rack his brains over why Nike 
Quinto had gone all out on this operation. Ron shuddered to think of the 
risk Nike had taken when he concluded that the Laurins were on Aptulad, 
merely from fragments of information obtained from the dying priest, 
Molol. But he had to admit that the conclusion was correct. The Laurins 
were here, and Molol had claimed that the technique of communication 
was complicated. This meant that the Laurins had abandoned at least some 
of their former unapproachability. Their presence could be detected and, 
although difficult, it was evidently possible to talk to them. 


This indicated that they could also be captured. The thought excited Ron. 
They were on the trail of a mystery that had captivated the thoughts of all 
scientists in the galaxy for a long time — the riddle of the invisible Laurins 
who had emerged from the depths of intergalactic space, quite obviously 
with intentions which the inhabitants of the galaxy would not tolerate. Why 
had they remained hidden from everyone and only made contact with the 
Baalols? 


In broad outlines Ron could perceive the plot that was being forged here. 
With their uncanny and superhuman faculties the two races tended to 
supplement each other, thus representing a major factor of danger for the 
greater galactic empires. 


It all depended on knowing when and how to defend oneself. It was an 
impossible question to answer when no one even had any idea of what the 
enemy looked like. At least it was necessary to capture one of them and 
examine him — actually in the physical sense — to find out if he were most 
susceptible to pistol shots or energy beams, to bows and arrows or hypnotic 
weapons. 


Also, although nebulous in spite of all instructions received so far, the goal 
of the mission was now clear. They had to capture a Laurin intact and bring 


him to Terra. According to Meech they only had 40 or 50 minutes to 
achieve the first part of this objective. 


Ron looked up. “We’re going now,” he announced. “I don’t have any 
words of wisdom to give you. We don’t know where or in what state we’ ll 
find the Laurins. Apparently under normal conditions they are still 
invisible, according to what Meech observed. Don’t ask me what to do 
about the situation if we get our hands on one of them. Each man will be on 
his own if it comes to that. So now — let’s go!” 


They proceeded down the brightly lighted corridor in a southerly direction. 
Now as before there was a deep silence around them. Only Meech was 
aware of the crackling caused by the use and generation of energy in the 
depths of the earth, and the emanations of thousands of brains that were 
picked up by his positronic sense organs. 


For a while it looked as if the four Terrans were going to pass through, the 
base without hindrance and find themselves at the south exit with no more 
knowledge of the Laurins than before. Without the slightest incident they 
arrived at the large, circular chamber where Meech had encountered the 
Laurin. Ron decided to take the most direct way across, and to avoid the 
side passages, leaving the annex buildings uninvestigated. Meech was 
ahead of them and had already reached the entrance to the opposite 
corridor. Ron was three steps behind him followed by Lofty, and Larry 
Randall brought up the rear. 


For only the fraction of a second Ron had a presentiment of danger. Then 
the murderous blow struck him and caused him to fall forward to the floor. 


He was not actually unconscious but he could not move. Although he felt 
no pain he recalled that he had experienced some when he was struck 
down. It was as if someone had given him a chop across the back of his 
neck. The blow had numbed his nerves and made him unable to move. The 
question was how long the effect would last. 


Also it was a mystery as to who had hit him. Nobody was here. Ron could 
see a pair of boots lying horizontally near him which undoubtedly belonged 
to Lofty Patterson, and a little farther on he made out a gloved hand that 
equally identified Larry Randall. On the other hand, out of the comer of his 
eye he could see a portion of Meech Hannigan’s trousers. This last 
discovery gave him a little hope, because the vertical position of the trouser 
legs meant that Meech was still on his feet. 


Ron tried again to move. A few muscles responded but all they generated 
was pain. He wanted to say something but when he tried to make sounds 


with his mouth it felt as if someone were blowing hot air into him. So he 
desisted. 


Nearby, Meech spoke suddenly. “Sir, it seems to be a static phenomenon. 
You might call it a shock field — the same energy composition as the 
impulses from our shock weapons. Very high energy content. There’s a 
small chance that I may be of assistance. Please be patient, sir!” 


Ron didn’t have any patience but that didn’t make any difference. He 
couldn’t do anything anyway. He was aware of Meech moving near him, 
and finally he disappeared from his field of vision. He heard him groping 
around behind him and meanwhile he listened for signs of approaching 
Baalols who might be coming to gather up their defenseless prisoners. 
Suddenly he felt a portion of the nerve pressure lift from him. 


Meech’s voice came from somewhere behind him. “That’s all I can do, sir. 
An energy barrier near you has neutralized the shock field to 40% of its 
effectiveness Are you able to move?” 


Ron tried. It felt like moving through, a viscous mass of dough that was 
filled with hair fine needles. He couldn’t avoid the needles. They seemed to 
penetrate his body, generating waves of excruciating pain. He felt 
nauseated by the time he finally got to his feet. He fumed his head 
sluggishly to look at the other men. Lofty was up on his knees but Larry 
had just now sat up. 


“Faster!” Ron urged them. “They’ll be here at any moment!” He turned 
slowly to Meech. “Where is the field coming from?” he asked. 


Meech pointed to one of the passages that led away at an angle from the 
junction point. “From there, sir.” 


“Do you have any idea of how it’s being generated?” 


“Yes sir. The energy pattern is fairly obvious. It isn’t a mechanically 
generated field. It’s coming from a large number of organic generators, 
probably brains. In other words, it appears that a large number of people 
have assembled back there in a collective effort to generate the field with 
their mental energies.” 


“Baalols?” 

“No sir.” 

That was the answer. Ron had guessed right. It wasn’t the Baalols who 
were taking up a defense against the intruders, it was the Invisibles — the 


Laurins. That made the situation complicated. Why hadn’t the Baalols 
stepped in so far? In a case like this it wasn’t like them to leave the 


defenses to others. Whatever the reason might be, Ron suddenly had a new 
idea. 


“How are the Baalols reacting to the field?” he asked. Out of the corner of 
an eye he could see Lofty and Larry finally getting to their feet, their faces 
distorted with pain. 


“They put out a sharp impulse at the moment it was generated, sir,” 
answered the robot. “But that was the only thing unusual. Immediately after 
that they calmed down. Their brain activity appears to be nominal.” 


Ron’s idea was taking form. Naturally — no one could influence entities like 
the Baalols with a shock field. They had a thousand ways of protecting 
themselves against it. 


The plan was ready but Ron still hesitated. The Laurins were over there 
somewhere, probably in one of the annex buildings, and were generating 
the shock field in communal concentration. Maybe such an effort took 
away their ability to make themselves invisible. Perhaps if they just went 
over there with Meech covering them, they would find a whole group of 
clearly visible Laurins. Maybe they would only have to grab one or two of 
them. They could get them out of here as fast as possible and the mission 
would be finished. 


Too many maybes, Ron decided. And there was still another unknown 
factor. Maybe the shock field would be so strong in the vicinity of the 
Laurins that not even Meech would be able to shield them. 


He opted for the safer way. To the surprise of Larry and Lofty, he led them 
on southward, although the enemy they sought was obviously to the west. 
Ron gave no explanation. 


Tappan had gone, leaving Dilan alone with his thoughts. It was a relief to 
him because if the old priest had stayed there much longer he might have 
read Dilan’s mind and seen how things really stood with him. 


So they had not abandoned their plan, he thought. It had merely been 
changed with regard to the schedule for its completion. A few more days or 
years made little difference. In the end the alliance between the Baalols and 
the aliens would be realized, and its sole purpose would be to enslave the 
galaxy. The galactic powers would be unable to defend themselves against 
this kind of warfare. They were prepared for raybeam and nuclear attacks 
but not for planetwide hypnosis and global shock fields. 


Molol had escaped, but by all indications he had not been able to deliver 
his warning. At the critical moment of contact he had been killed. 


So a second attempt was necessary. In deep despair, Dilan recognized one 
basic problem in that regard. He did not have Molol’s courage — not nearly 
as much. 


It was a relief to Tappan to finally send off his report. But he also knew he 
would not have long to wait for an answer. Akrot-Tene was accustomed to 
making swift decisions on important matters, so Tappan knew he might as 
well remain seated where he was beside the hypercom receiver. 


However, things fumed out differently than he had imagined. Before he 
heard from the Supreme Baalol he began to sense that something was 
wrong above him in the ground floor areas of the base. When he sought to 
analyze this feeling he detected signs of general unrest coming from all 
directions. Some of his people were evidently afraid of something. It could 
not be due to the shock field generation because that had occurred some 
time ago. Something else must be happening up there. 


He knew he could have activated the telepathic sector of his brain and 
made contact with somebody upstairs, but he hesitated to do so. If there 
was a hostile entity who was causing this rising anxiety — for example the 
intruder that the aliens feared — he could also be a telepath and would thus 
be fore warned by Tappan’s action. 


The old priest decided upon another method. He left the communications 
room and began to make direct contacts with men who were on duty down 
here below. He organized them into a group so that all of them could help 
him to investigate what was going on upstairs. 
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Although led and shielded by Meech, Ron and his other companions 
proceeded only at the cost of unspeakable pain and exertion. By the time 
they reached the southern sector of the base without encountering anyone, 
Ron was becoming impatient. Moreover, it seemed that the shock field was 
getting stronger with every step they took. Meech confirmed this fact. As a 
robot there was a certain positronic satisfaction in being able to determine 
that the aliens had seen through, their trick and had concentrated their 
forces toward the south. But for his three companions it meant that they 


would not be able to continue much longer in this direction. 


Ron altered his plan accordingly. There were doors along either side of the 
corridor which appeared to lead into the private quarters of the Baalols. He 
ordered Meech to open one of them and they found that their assumption 
was correct. They discovered a work room furnished in the ludicrously 
Spartan style of the Baalols, and next to it a sleeping room. But Ron’s 
further expectation was not fulfilled. Both rooms were empty. 


However they had more luck on the next try. When the door rolled to one 
side they were met by the wide eyed stares of two young Baalol priests. 
They sat at a table in the middle of the room and had apparently been busy 
going through, a stack of papers in front of them. 


Meech Hannigan did the talking. “Stand up and come with us!” he ordered. 
“Consider yourselves prisoners and don’t try anything stupid.” 


He had spoken to them in Arkonide and they understood every word. After 
the initial shock of being captured they began to realize that the situation 
wasn’t overly dangerous. This group of four intruders wouldn’t last long 
here inside the stronghold, especially since three of them appeared to be ill. 
Sooner or later their brother Baalols would free them. All that was 
necessary in the meantime was to keep their heads and not excite the anger 
of their captors. 


So it was that Meech and his companions encountered no resistance as they 
evacuated one room after another. In a short time the Terrans had collected 
a group of temporarily optimistic Baalols, whom they herded as fast as 
possible in a northerly direction. The entire action had not taken more than 
20 minutes. 


6. 
SHAPE OF THE UNSEEN 


By the time they came to the circular junction point, the Baalol captives 
began to feel uneasy. They had been in the hands of the Terrans for some 
minutes now and no hand had been lifted to free them. That their four 
captors had come from Terra there could be no doubt, owing to many 
details they had noted. Terrans had no telepathic capabilities, so the Baalols 
could communicate with each other on a mental level without the strangers 
being aware of it. They agreed among themselves that they would charge 
the Terrans en masse, as soon as they had crossed the chamber. 


However, they were unaware of what Meech had in mind, because when he 
spoke to Ron it was in English. “Naturally I can’t read thoughts directly, 
sir, but I’d say our friends are hatching some kind of mischief.” 


Just before the prisoners reached the planned attack position their plan was 
thrown into confusion. The tall, brown haired leader of the Terran group 
suddenly stepped to their left and halted. He turned around and faced them. 
They sensed Ron Landry’s decisiveness before he spoke. 


“I know what you have in mind,” Ron told them in Arkonide. “Probably 
two or three of you are carrying weapons on you. Just leave them where 
they are. They are useless against us.” 


He allowed the effect of his words to sink in. When he saw the startled 
confusion in their faces he knew he had hit the mark. Before they could 
recover from their bewilderment, he ordered them to form three lines. The 
arrangement was such that there were seven each of them in the outside 
rows and only six in the middle one. They didn’t grasp the purpose of it, 
nor did the Terrans attempt to explain it to them. Instead, the big man 
herded them toward a side passage. The Terrans positioned themselves at 
the points of a rectangle that enclosed them all. 


Ron Landry had muttered a few low voiced instructions to achieve the right 
marching formation. Earlier he hadn’t had time to explain what he had in 
mind. Anyway, Meech wouldn’t have sensed the difference because he 
wasn’t susceptible, and when Larry Randall noted the sudden effect he had 
the presence of mind to keep his thoughts to himself. 


Not so with Lofty Patterson, however. Loudly he blurted out: “Good Lord! 
It’s like being reborn!” 


The shock field had vanished. 


Each Baalol had spread his personal defense screen around him, which 
neutralized the influence of the shock field. Although each Baalol screen 
had a limited range, when enough of them were combined as in the present 
manner they were strong enough to shield the Terrans as well. Hence the 
present marching arrangement. 


Ron had just stepped between the left and middle row of prisoners when he 
felt the pressure suddenly vanish as if a heavy load had been lifted from 
him. He breathed a sigh of relief because until now he had not been sure of 
being able to endure the situation much longer. 


In this marching order they entered the side passage that Meech had 
suspected of being the source of the heaviest shock radiations. Contrary to 
expectations it was not a long corridor. It soon terminated at a door that 
looked like the airlock hatch of a spaceship. There were some differences 
but they seemed to be related more to outward form than to its basic 
function. 


Ron did not waste much time on such observations. He sent Meech forward 
to open it. The robot took three minutes to accomplish the task, which 
meant that he had met with difficulties. The lock mechanism of an ordinary 
hatch would not have held him up more than a few seconds. Ron did not 
concern himself even with that interruption. However, he began to gather 
his wits about him when he saw that there was actually an airlock inside, 
with an inner hatch beyond. 


When he entered it he ordered Meech to wait while he inspected the place. 
The room was empty as far as any furnishings were concerned. The ceiling 
was covered with a maze of pipes and conduits. They led directly to the far 
bulkhead and seemed to pass through, it in the same direction. It was the 
same arrangement that would have been expected in the airlock of a Terran 
spaceship. But the tubes and conduits ran in a strange pattern and their 
coded colors for differentiation were so vivid that it almost pained the eyes 
to look at them. In addition, the walls of the air chamber were not vertical. 
They bowed outward slightly and the ceiling was also arched concavely 
upward. 


The longer Ron looked about him the stronger his impression became that 
there was something absolutely alien here. He knew most of the spaceship 
types in the galaxy, and even with types he hadn’t seen before he could 
usually tell at first glance which race had built them. The various 
technological cultures each had their own distinctive patterns of design. 
Their method of spaceship construction was as good an identification as 


fingerprints were for individual humans. 


But this was alien, horribly so. Ron stood there a while and let this 
impression sink into his consciousness. It did not occur to him to enthuse 
over the fact that he was the first Terran to enter a ship of this type. 


For a few moments he entertained the thought that it would be a 
tremendous coup to not only bring a few Laurins back to Earth but also to 
take along their spaceship. However he only had to glance at the ceiling 
again to realize that the plan was all but unfeasible. In the command central 
they wouldn’t be able to tell an air supply switch from a navigation control. 
And it was doubtful that a Laurin could be forced to pilot the ship. In any 
case the Baalol defenses would shoot them down before they had lifted 100 
meters off the ground. 


Ron discarded the idea. When he looked at Meech the robot nodded, 
having understood his unspoken question. 


“Yes, it’s probably a Laurin ship,” he said with a note of hesitancy. 
“Good. Then go and open the inner hatch.” 


Now Ron was at a new peak of uneasiness. While Meech busied himself 
with the hatch lock, Ron looked back at the prisoners. They couldn’t all get 
into the airlock at once, so they stood outside and still maintained their 
lines as ordered. Lofty had the three Baalols at the rear well covered. In his 
right hand was a modern energy gun, but in his left hand was a fancy old 
fashioned Derringer. He was well aware of the fact that at least a few of the 
Baalols could control their minds sufficiently to generate a defense screen 
for either a raybeam shot or a bullet — but not for both at the same time. 
And Lofty made no secret of the fact that he would press both triggers 
simultaneously if anybody made a suspicious move. 


Ron was satisfied. When he turned back to Meech the latter was just 
finishing his work. This time it had been even more difficult because he had 
to take care of a safety circuit which normally kept the inner hatch closed 
as long as the outer hatch was open. The hatch finally rolled to one side. 


The Baalols began to come forward. Meech waited in the hatch opening 
until Ron had joined him. When they had all passed through, the inner 
opening the Baalols stopped abruptly. Ron looked around him. He had 
expected to find some kind of antechamber from which passages and lift 
shafts would lead in all directions. What he saw instead almost caused him 
to stagger. 


A wide hall stretched out before him. In the brilliant light the walls rose at 
an angle to form a mighty dome. They seemed to consist only of the 


brilliance, and under the blue white flood of light from above the room 
gave the impression of being without an end. 


There were no visible articles of furniture or equipment which might have 
given a hint as to the purpose of the great hall. There were only the 
columns of post-shaped figures arranged in a grotesque formation, who 
stood there silently and unmoving as they observed the entrance of the 
Terrans with their escort of Baalol prisoners. 
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There were at least 100 of them. Ron could see them as clearly as he could 
see Meech Hannigan beside him. He quickly registered the scene in his 
mind. They really looked like fenceposts. Their bodies, not any thicker than 
a human waistline, rested on three thin, fragile looking legs. Instead of 
ending in feet they terminated in petal like rosettes or clusters. Their upper 
torsos narrowed abruptly at tubular necks which were marked by a fist 
thick enlargement just above the point of attachment. Above the neck sat 
another fist sized something. In a triangular face, three eyes with an empty, 
fishy stare identified the upper something as a head. Ron could only make 
out their arms when he looked at them more intently. As thin as threads 
they dangled at their sides and ended in a number of tentacular fingers. 


That was their aspect. Nothing Ron had ever seen could compare with it. 
But he had prepared himself to expect as much. Nor was he shaken by the 
fact that the Laurins were suddenly before him, obviously visible and 
tangible, although they had previously retained their invisibility so 
effectively. All he knew at this moment was that they were here, the nearest 
one only 8 or 9 meters away — and that they would soon attenuate and 
vanish if action was not taken immediately. 


The Baalol formation was threatening to break up. Apparently even they 
were not accustomed to such a spectacle. Meech held them in check Larry 
shouted at them and Lofty’s Derringer fired over their heads. 


“Forward!” ordered Ron. “Everybody but Meech — grab one of them!” 


The Baalols moved hesitantly. Under their defense screen the Terrans were 
able to get closer to the post like creatures. Ron held his breath. He didn’t 
know what was going on in the minds of the Laurins, but they must have 
realized they were being attacked. Why didn’t they defend themselves? 
Was this a trap? 


The leading Baalols reached the first of the Laurins. The left line went to 
the left of them and the middle column went around them to the right. Ron 


quickly took two long steps and was standing in front of the nearest alien. 
For a second or so he revolted at the thought of touching the gray white 
almost colorless skin of the creature. For a moment a force seemed to come 
from the three dead fish eyes which attempted to repulse him. Ron gritted 
his teeth and attacked. He shuddered when he touched the cold smoothness 
of the alien’s flesh, but he got a tighter grip on the post like body and 
attempted to lift it. 


The force he exerted was far too great. The Laurin went into the air like a 
shot and it was an effort for Ron to hang on to him, but he finally brought 
him back to the floor. Impatiently he jerked out a roll of tissue tape from 
his jacket pocket. He pulled out a strip of it and wrapped it around the 
Laurin so that his arms were pinned to his sides. The fastening required no 
further attention. The tape plaster bonded itself immediately to any organic 
tissue and could not be removed without the application of a special 
biological solvent. Ron repeated the procedure with the creature’s three 
legs. 

With the prisoner firmly in his arms, he looked about him. Under the 
protection of the Baalol’s screen, Larry had also completed his work, and 
Lofty was in the process of winding a second strip of tape around his 
victim’s legs. They had succeeded with the first phase of the operation. 
Now all that was necessary was to make a safe withdrawal. 


When he gave Meech a signal the robot spoke to the Baalols in the cold, 
crisp tones of command. He told them to turn around and march out. They 
sullenly obeyed. 


Ron looked again at the strangely motionless assembly of aliens. He didn’t 
sense any danger and he had only turned toward them to take one last good 
look. But he almost lost his grip on his prisoner when he saw that the scene 
was different than before. 


The Laurins had begun to stir. At first they moved slowly as if coming out 
of a deep trance. Simultaneously the scene began to become hazy as though 
the room were being filled with vapor from an unseen source. Ron stood 
still while the Baalols filed past on either side of him. The previously rigid 
formation of the Laurins was now beginning to break up and become 
confused. The faster the aliens moved the more they seemed to lose the 
sharpness of their outlines. The gray white post shapes began to become 
shadowy phantoms. The spectacle was so fascinating that Ron failed to 
notice that the last of the Baalols had passed by, and that he now stood in 
the hall without any protective screen. He continued to observe the scene 
until nothing more of the Laurins was visible. It was as if they had 


dissolved before his eyes. 


Ron whirled around. Only a few meters away, the last of the Baalols was 
marching obediently toward the airlock. Lofty and Larry had held their 
positions. Meech stood to one side. Ron was suddenly aware that he could 
not feel the shock field even though he was out of range of the Baalol’s 
protection. It must have something to do with the disappearance of the 
Laurins, he thought. Then he swiftly realized what the rigid formation of 
the aliens had signified. 


But there was no time to think about it. Now they were everywhere around 
him, invisible and dangerous. Meech was the only one left who could 
detect where they were. 


Ron started to make a run for it. “Look out, Meech!” he shouted. “They’ll 
try to stop us!” 


Meech only nodded as the weapon in his hand came to life. A pale green 
fire flickered toward Ron. Next to him a post shaped phantom appeared for 
a fraction of a second and a shrill cry rattled his eardrums. The shadow 
elongated strangely and seemed to scatter out into nothingness. 


By this time Ron had reached the airlock. Meech came close behind him 
and closed the inner hatch. 


“None of them are here in the lock,” said the robot calmly. “For the 
moment the coast is clear.” 


Ron breathed easier but he felt weird fleeing from an invisible enemy while 
holding one of them as a prisoner in his arms. When he sought to readjust 
his load more comfortably he noticed something else that was weird. Other 
than the Laurin’s weight there was no other sign of his presence. Like the 
others beyond the inner hatch, he had become invisible. 


Ron gripped him more tightly. He looked around and observed that Lofty 
and Larry had apparently adjusted themselves to the invisibility of their 
prisoners. 


For the Baalol captives the experience inside the Laurin ship had been 
more surprising and bewildering than any outside observer might have 
expected. Even as Ron Landry had observed, they knew now that when the 
aliens were motionless and visible they could combine their mental powers 
and generate a force that even the Baalols could not withstand unless they 
in turn activated their paranormal sectors. For the first time it was revealed 


that the invisible aliens were by no means what they had been presumed to 
be. They were not merely the timid and easily frightened creatures they had 
pretended to be, hiding behind their invisibility to avoid every danger. They 
possessed powers which were similar to those of the Baalols. There was no 
assurance that an individual Baalol could stand up against the forces 
generated by 100 of the Invisibles. Since the aliens had thus far kept their 
true gifts a secret, they might still be concealing what they were really 
capable of. 


In the entire cosmos the Baalols had supposedly been the only ones who 
possessed such super normal faculties, but now not only had this postulate 
been challenged — on a much more practical level a danger had come to 
light which no one on Aptulad or Trakarat had thus far suspected. 


It was no wonder then that the 20 Baalols, most of them younger priests, 
had been too busy with their thoughts to do anything but let Meech order 
them around as if they had no wills of their own. By now, however, they 
had recovered from their shock. Outside at the circular junction point, when 
they saw that the Terrans were intent upon retreating with their prisoners, 
the thought of resistance suddenly awakened in them. 


Although Meech Hannigan saw it coming, it all happened so fast that he 
had no time to warn the others. Ron Landry only became aware of the 
attack when he heard the hissing of Meech’s weapon close behind him. At 
the same instant he heard a revolver shot and a cry echoed through, the 
wide chamber. One of the Baalols fell wounded to the floor. 


Ron simply dropped his invisible prisoner and dove forward to avoid the 
energy beam of a young priest. He had fallen on top of the Laurin and 
noted the spot so that he could locate it later. While still lying there he drew 
the only two weapons capable of defense against an attacking Baalol: a 
small blaster and an old fashioned pistol. When he saw one of the 
youngsters charging at him he aimed the weapons at his legs and took care 
to fire them exactly at the same time. The Baalol made a grotesque leap and 
went over his head. 


Ron jumped up. At least for the moment he was in the clear. At the north 
exit of the room, Larry Randall was being hard pressed by three opponents. 
They didn’t seem to be armed because they swung in at him with their fists. 
Larry had no room to bring his weapons into play. Ron closed the distance 
with several long jumps. He took care to aim at the shoulder of the man 
who was giving Larry the most trouble. The Baalol let go of his intended 
victim and fell to the floor. When the other two fumed around and saw their 
new opponent they raised their arms resignedly. Without weapons they 


were no match for him. 


Next to a side passage, Lofty was fighting a superior force of men who 
were also apparently unarmed. They were coming at him from all sides. 
Ron gave him some room by putting three of the Baalols out of action. The 
rest of them surrendered. Breathless and disheveled, Lofty came raging out 
of their midst. He was about to say something when his eyes widened 
suddenly and his face drew taut in new alarm. Ron didn’t have time to 
think. He instinctively dodged to one side as somebody flew past him. 
From somewhere Lofty had instantly brought up his weapons again. They 
discharged simultaneously with a hiss and a roar. Ron looked down 
wonderingly at the assailant’s rigidly outstretched hand, which clutched a 
small, glittering weapon. 


“That one thought he still had a chance,” said Lofty. “I guess we’ve got all 
of them now.” 


Of the original 20 Baalols there were now only 8 of them present. Five had 
surrendered and stood there with their hands in the air, whereas the other 3 
were wounded. The rest must have made a run for it. Meech confirmed that 
he had seen at least 6 of them sneak off into one of the side passages. Ron 
did not reproach him for letting them get away. The robot had done all that 
was possible. Without him the battle would probably have turned out 
differently. 


On the other hand the situation had now changed, and not to their 
advantage. The noise of the conflict had probably been heard all over the 
place. And the escaped priests would have also spread the alarm. The 
Baalol forces would be making a decisive attack. The advantage was on the 
enemy’s side because the junction point with all its approach passages was 
a perfect trap. 


“Grab your prisoners!” Ron ordered. “And then let’s get out of here!” 


He had no trouble locating his Laurin. He still lay in the same place where 
he had dropped him. After a few seconds, Larry’s arms were also in a 
grotesque position, signifying that he had picked up his invisible burden. 
Only Lofty was having a hard time finding his prisoner. 


Meech came to his aid. His positronic sense organs enabled him to clearly 
detect the emanations of the alien brain. He followed them and soon 
located the Laurin next to the exit where Lofty had made his glorious stand 
against a superior force of Baalols. Meech had to go fairly close to show 
Lofty the exact spot. He also helped the little oldster by lifting the burden 
from the floor and placing it in his arms in the most favorable position. 


Perhaps it was because Meech’s receptors were overloaded at this moment 
with Laurin thought patterns. Or it was equally probable that Tappan’s 
swift and silent approach had made the difference. At any rate, Lofty had 
barely taken the load into his arms when the surprise came. 


Ron Landry was shouting a command: “Let’s go! Meech, lead the way!” 
From behind him he received an unexpected answer. 


A powerful voice called out in Arkonide. “Remain where you are, Terrans, 
and raise your hands! The game is over!” 


Ron dropped his prisoner, but without raising his hands he turned around in 
search of the speaker. He was thinking there might still be an opportunity 
to escape, with all these passageways around him. 


Two steps from the south exit stood a tall old Baalol priest. And Ron also 
saw that his companions had every other exit under their control. The tall 
figures were pressing in from all directions, and in their hands gleamed 
deadly ray weapons. 


That was it, thought Ron. He raised his hands. They didn’t have a chance 
now. 


On the way upstairs backed by 50 armed men, Tappan noted the rising 
intensity of the mental patterns of fear that had alarmed him. His anxiety 
increased proportionately. He was even reproaching himself for not having 
listened to the advice of the invisible aliens. He considered himself to be a 
fool. He had been satisfied with the analysis of the strange box and hadn’t 
suspected for a moment that there was anything more to it than simply a 
curious boxlike creature that Kildaar and his men had eliminated without 
difficulty. 


He asked himself who could have penetrated the base and how he had 
managed to do it. And he wondered what the unknown intruder’s intention 
was. While he racked his brains over all possible angles of the situation, the 
emanations of fear grew stronger. They were coming from a dozen or two 
of his people up ahead in the north wing. 


Dilan joined his forces in the vicinity of the security room. He had just 
been relieved of duty and Tappan had no objection to his coming along. 
When they reached a transverse passage on the ground floor they could 
hear the reports of old fashioned firearms and the angry hissing of rayguns. 
A few young priests came toward them in wild flight. Tappan stopped them 
to get their reports of what was going on. He managed to remain 


completely calm when he learned that it was Terrans who had come into 
the base without being detected. 


Of course he could not keep all his thoughts to himself. The men close to 
him noted that he was gravely startled. Among them was Dilan, the young 
technician. 


Tappan ordered a continuation of the march. At least he had 50 men behind 
him, he thought. That was more than enough to take care of four 
opponents, even if they were Terrans. He hurried to reach the junction 
point before the fight could be settled. He had to capture the Terrans before 
they got out of that chamber. He’d never find a better place to encircle 
them. En route he divided his forces into small groups and assigned each 
detachment to occupy one of the exits. He himself remained with 4 men, 
including Dilan, and took the shortest way. He could allow himself to 
advance more slowly so as to give the other groups time to reach their posts 
at the right moment. 


One thing was puzzling him greatly. While they carefully covered the last 
few meters toward their goal, he definitely caught emanations from three 
strange brain patterns. He could sense them clearly even in the midst of 
impulses from his own people and those of the invisible aliens who had 
fallen into the intruders’ hands. They were evidently powerful brains to put 
out such dominant patterns, which was characteristic of the Terrans. But 
there were only three — and the fugitives had spoken of four! 


There was no time left for Tappan to alter his plan. As soon as he reached 
the outlet of the passage he stepped into the circular chamber and ordered 
the intruders to raise their hands and surrender. He was relieved when they 
did so without resistance. But at the same time he was shocked to see that 
there really were four Terrans. Yet he could only detect mental impulses 
from three of them. 


Ron Landry turned casually and spoke to Meech in English. “We’re stuck, 
Meech. You’ll have to watch for any favorable opportunities.” 

“Yes sir,” answered Meech swiftly. 

But the old priest interrupted angrily. “Quiet, you! No conversation 
between the prisoners! Advance and be searched!” 

Ron clasped his hands over his head and slowly approached the old man. 
The Baalols in the doorways did not move. They did not come out into the 
room but their weapons covered the whole area. The only one who dared to 
come forward was the old priest himself. 


Ron stopped in front of him. 


“What are you doing here?” the Baalol asked him gruffly. 


“Just having a look around,’ Ron replied calmly. “Do you have any 
objections?” 

The old one did not consider the question worthy of an answer. Without 
turning around he gave a signal. Two men behind him came forward, 
evidently to search the prisoner. Ron took a step back from the old priest 
and looked at the two young men who were supposed to disarm him. While 
he was attempting to estimate their physical capabilities, a promising 
situation developed. 


Suddenly he noticed that one of the two stopped while the other continued 
forward. The one who had held back now overtook his companion in one 
mighty leap. Ron saw the man’s right hand swinging through, the air with 
something metallic gleaming in it. He heard it strike the other’s head with a 
dull thud. Then the unsuspecting Baalol lay unconscious on the floor. 


The one who had caused this curious interruption had stepped swiftly 
behind the old priest. Ron could not make out what he was doing there, but 
he noticed that the older man turned pale and that his eyes widened in fear. 


Then the younger man made a loud announcement in Arkonide: “I know 
you'll despise me, but I have a weapon in the back of Tappan, our 
esteemed teacher! You will allow the Terrans to leave with their prisoners, 
or by the life of the Supreme Baalol I will shoot Tappan and anyone else 
who gets in the way!” 


7. 
THE DEFECTOR 


It took Ron a second or two to make sure he wasn’t dreaming, but then he 
acted swiftly. Suddenly he drew his weapons again and held the men in 
check who were in the entrance behind the old priest. Two other 
passageways were in his field of vision. If anybody moved there he would 
be able to act fast enough to take care of them. 


Nevertheless the situation was dangerous. He couldn’t know how fast Lofty 
and Larry had reacted, although he could naturally count on Meech. Yet 
even Meech couldn’t keep an eye on all points at once. They would only 
have a chance if the rest of them could relieve the robot of about a third of 
the coverage necessary — and if the Baalols could be immobilized by this 
threat to their head priest for at least a few minutes. 


As the seconds passed the absolute silence grated on Ron’s nerves. He had 
to resist an urge to turn around and take a look at the whole room. He was 
just about convinced they had lost the move when he suddenly heard 
Meech’s quiet voice. 


“Everything’s under control, sir. We can pick up our prisoners now.” 


Ron moved back, following the same direction he had come, and within a 
few meters his foot touched the invisible Laurin. After a quick glance 
around he bent down swiftly and picked up his burden. At the same time he 
held the alien in his arms so that his weapons were still in plain view of the 
Baalols. 


“Ready!” came Lofty’s high pitched voice from the background. 
“Ready!” announced Larry. 


“Meech — you cover our retreat!” called Ron. “Young man, whoever you 
are, bring Tappan along. He has to leave the base with us.” 


He waited just long enough to see that his order was being carried out. 
Pressed by the weapon of the determined young Baalol, the old priest 
began to move hesitantly forward. Meech still stood in the middle of the 
room and kept a constant watch. About three minutes had passed since the 
daring intervention by the young priest, whose motive Ron could only 
guess. So far none of the other Baalols had made a move. At the head of 
the small party, Lofty Patterson led the way to the northern exit. 


Ron expected trouble at the point where the Baalols there would have to 
step aside to let Lofty pass through nor was he wrong. Lofty was still two 
meters away from the exit doorway when the blinding flash of a blaster was 
seen in the depths of the passage. However, the shot hissed over Lofty’s 
head. 


Meech acted instantly. He fired his raygun and his pistol past Lofty into the 
passage. A frantic cry rang out. Then the robot whirled about faster than the 
eye could follow him. There was a second hiss of energy, a second 
gunshot, and another outcry. Then came the sound of running feet. It took 
Ron a moment or two to figure out what was happening. Meech had put the 
Baalols in the southern exit to flight. They were running away. 
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“Faster!” Ron shouted. “The way is clear 
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Passing the sentinel who was still unconscious, they went out of the 
stronghold. At a run they traversed the open clearing beyond it. Only when 
they reached the dense cover of the jungle did they take time to rest and to 
relieve the young Baalol of his charge. All the while he had been pushing 
the old priest ahead of him. 


In the darkness of the night it was difficult to tell which Baalol was which. 
Ron could hear the old one breathing heavily. When he felt the pressure of 
the weapon ease up behind him, Tappan spoke to Dilan in Arkonide. 


“I don’t know what’s happened to you, my son,” he said, “but you’re 
making a big mistake!” 

The younger man answered in the same language. From his emphatic tone 
it was evident that he had been carrying his grievances with him for months 
without having been able to express them until now. “You’re going the 
wrong way, Tappan! You can’t make an alliance with an alien race from 
another galaxy — with beings whose very appearance is loathsome — and for 
the sole purpose of conquering the entire Milky Way! You don’t even 
know what you’ re getting yourself into!” 


Tappan was silent for a while. Then he spoke in a tone of resignation. 
“Dilan, you’ve slipped farther from the true path than I thought. You are 
one of the lost!” 

Ron broke in on the conversation. “Tappan, whatever your opinion may be 


concerning this young man, you are free to go,” he said. “Return to your 
people and make sure that you leave us alone!” 


When Tappan looked up at Ron his eyes appeared to gleam in the darkness. 
For a moment it seemed that he was about to say something, but finally he 
turned away without a word and moved across the clearing toward the 
shadowy outlines of the buildings. 


Ron watched him only briefly. Then he took a new grip on his invisible 
prisoner and issued instructions. “I know you’re all burning with questions 
right now. I have a few of my own. But first we have to put a few 
kilometers between us and the base. Meech, take Lofty’s prisoner from him 
and lead the way. For the time being we’ Il head straight for our ship.” 


Lofty handed over his prisoner and from then on he brought up the rear of 
the small column. They kept the young Baalol between them. Although the 
latter didn’t say a word he kept his pace with them willingly enough. 
Meech found the trail they had marked during their approach. The jungle 
had partially reclaimed it but the ground was clearer there than elsewhere. 
They made fairly good headway. 


After they had marched 4 or 5 kms, they suddenly heard a whistling and 
humming sound in the night. At first it seemed to be a single sound but it 
was soon joined by others until the jungle seemed to vibrate with its 
volume. 


Ron stopped and looked up into the darkness overhead. “Now we’re in for 
it,” he said. “Airships. They’re looking for us.” In a louder tone he added: 
“Meech, let’s veer off to the west!” 


By sunrise they were exhausted. Using short bursts from his disintegrator, 
Meech made a small clearing in the underbrush. He spread out small 
branches and foliage for ground cover and then took charge of watching 
over the prisoners. At the same time he surveyed the area with his 
positronic faculties and determined that although the Baalol search ships 
were still whirring about there was presently little danger of discovery. 
They were investigating another region of the jungle. 


Ron and his men sat on the ground and wearily leaned their backs against 
the tree trunks. 


Ron spoke again in Arkonide. “Id like nothing better than a few hours of 
sleep,” he said, “but first, Dilan, I’d like to hear your story.” 


“It would be better for you to do the questioning,” he answered. 


“All right. First, as to your action. Your attempt to help us was almost 


foolhardy. Did you really have any hope of succeeding?” 


“Not much,” he confessed, “but at least a little. In the first place, Tappan 
was badly shaken to learn that the intruders were Terrans. To a certain 
degree, all of us are telepaths. When the men around him sensed his fright, 
it lowered their fighting spirit. As soon as they ran into trouble they would 
run away. At least that’s what I believed.” Dilan smiled slightly. “I don’t 
know if you’ve ever been aware of it, but you Terrans have such a 
reputation that many of your enemies tend to throw down their weapons 
even before the fighting can get started.” 


“It’s often come in handy,” Ron commented. 


“Besides that,” continued Dilan, “there was still another factor. I saw all 
four of you but I only sensed three brain patterns among you. I know that 
Tappan was also racking his brains over that. I don’t think he saw the 
answer but to me it seemed obvious. If I could only detect three brains 
among four men, then it could only mean that one of the four didn’t have a 
brain — or at least one that could be sensed.” Dilan regarded Meech 
Hannigan pensively. “This man is a robot, isn’t he?” he asked. 


Ron was amazed. “Yes, but how — ?” 


Dilan went on. “There are various reasons why people build robots. One of 
the most important reasons is because of their tremendously fast reaction 
time. A robot of modern design can react so fast, for example, that he can 
handle 15 men attacking him from all sides. So with you three and the 
robot, that was equivalent to 18 men, and I thought that would be enough to 
hold off a group of 50 Baalols who were already intimidated. To make sure, 
I took Tappan as a hostage.” 


Ron pondered over this for a while. “We’re grateful to you, Dilan,” he said 
finally. “Of course you know very well yourself that your people will never 
give up chasing you now. But Ill promise you that whatever Terra can do 
for you will be done.” 

Dilan returned him a slight smile. For a moment Ron was uncomfortably 
aware of the marked mental superiority of the Baalol’s much older race. 
“Thank you, Ron,” answered Dilan. “We Baalols have our own evaluations 
of the unpleasantries of life. It would not make much difference to me if I 
were captured by my people, once I had accomplished my objective. Molol 
and I made the attempt once. I helped Molol to escape from Aptulad once, 
and he -” 

“You helped Molol?” asked Ron. 


Dilan didn’t go into the details. “Apparently he didn’t make it, so now I 


have to try.” 
“To do what? — warn the galaxy of the Laurin threat?” 


“Laurins?” said Dilan in some surprise. 
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“These invisible aliens,” explained Ron. “But you’re mistaken. It’s only 
because Molol did finally reach his goal that we are here.” 


“Molol? — he got through?” 


“He wasn’t able to tell us much. He died too soon. But we know now that 
the Laurins have entered into some kind of alliance with you and that the 
Baalols and Laurins are working together on a project, here on Aptulad. 
Just what project that is we were hoping to learn from you.” 


Dilan made a depreciatory gesture. “It’s nothing more than an attempt by 
both sides to learn how to communicate with one another. That’s all we’re 
trying to do here on Aptulad. The stronghold was set up secretly, far from 
traveled routes, so that the galaxy wouldn’t find out what was going on 
here. Of course they believe on Trakarat that when these limitations are 
removed the alliance will allow us Baalols to subjugate the galaxy.” 


Ron glanced at him questioningly. “Do you believe that, too?” 


Dilan waved a hand helplessly. “I don’t know. Probably there’s a 
possibility from a technical standpoint. It’s just that I don’t know what a lot 
of other Baalols think about it. So far only a few of us are aware of the 
presence of the aliens. Take the crew of the base for example. Among the 
younger men there are many who detest the Laurins, just as I do. The aliens 
seem to radiate something obnoxious and hateful. A couple of times I’ve 
heard people say we’d be better off with our present status than to use their 
help to strive for mastery over the galaxy. Also many believe there’s a 
higher law than the one that Akron Tene proclaims from Trakarat, which is 
only cut out for our own kind. They mean that an alliance with the aliens 
against galactic civilizations is immoral. And this is what I think. If this 
resistance spreads, then one day maybe Akrot-Tene will have to give up his 
plans. But no one knows that for sure.” 

Ron Landry smiled to himself. After a time had passed in reflective silence, 
he said, “I don’t think you have to worry, Dilan. Now that we’re aware of 
the situation, that alliance will never come to be.” 

During all this, Lofty had pretended to be asleep, but suddenly he raised up 
and said, “You should never promise more than twice as much as you can 
deliver.” Then he sank back and closed his eyes. 


Ron paid no attention to him. “Do you know anything about the Laurins’ 


metabolism?” he asked. 


“A little,” answered Dilan. “Of course they haven’t allowed us to examine 
them, but we know that they are direct descendants of a genus of limbless 
reptiles — more or less like worms you might say. That’s where they get 
their alien looking physical structure. At some time in their primordial past 
they learned to walk upright, and they began to develop intelligence. In the 
animal stage they must have been very helpless creatures. So Nature 
endowed them with a remarkable organ — the same one, incidentally, that 
makes it so hard to communicate with them today. You’ve probably 
noticed it, the goiter like outgrowth in their necks.” As Ron nodded, he 
continued. “It generates a deflector having the same pattern as thoughts. It 
not only makes them invisible but also sets up a kind of psychic barrier that 
makes even telepathic communication impossible, except under unusual 
conditions. In the base we have a group of very strong telepaths for the sole 
purpose of breaking down this barrier at conferences, so that the aliens can 
commune with Tappan, and vice versa.” 


The picture was rounding out, Ron reflected. When the aliens had built up 
their shock field to overcome them, their brains must have been under such 
a strain that no energy was left for their neck organs. They became visible 
as a result. There was no longer any barrier between them and the Terrans. 
And when they saw that the field wasn’t serving its purpose they had 
relaxed their efforts and thus they became invisible again. 


Dilan seemed to guess his thoughts. “Incidentally, their brain isn’t located 
in the small head — it’s somewhere in their tail end.” 


“T think,” said Ron, “that you’ve given us a good general picture for now. 
Even if we’re separated and only one of us gets back to Terra, he’ll be able 
to accomplish enough. I thank you, Dilan. Now I believe we should give 
ourselves a little rest.” 


Dilan held up a hand. “Yes but — there was something I still wanted to ask 
you. Do you think you have a chance of getting off of Aptulad and out of 
the system without being challenged?” 


Ron hesitated a moment before answering. Then he explained. “We’re not 
dependent upon just a space vehicle. On board the ship we used to land 
here, there is a small transmitter station. The receiver part of the equipment 
is on board a Terran warship that’s stationed outside the orbit of your 
farthest planet. Transportation is made possible through, a hyper 
dimensional transmitter field. I believe you know this technique.” 


“T’ve heard of it,” answered Dilan thoughtfully as he stood up. 


Ron placed himself in a comfortable position. He closed his eyes and tried 
to fall asleep. Before he succeeded in doing so, he heard Meech Hannigan’s 
voice again. 


“Apparently they’ve shifted their search pattern,’ he announced. “Their 
airships are slowly getting closer to us.” 


*k 


From then on the Baalols’ airships were continuously after them. Ron led 
his men on a zig zag course to confuse their pursuers. On the other hand he 
had to try to reach the hidden spaceship as soon as possible, because every 
added second in the hot jungle wilderness meant additional danger. Meech 
Hannigan calculated a course pattern that Ron followed from that time on. 
The pattern attempted to combine misleading directions of movement with 
fast advances so as to provide the optimum probability of success. 


On the 3rd day of their march, Ron concealed an automatic code sender 
under a bush. He set the timer 5 hours ahead. Five hours later when they 
were almost 20 kms away from the hidden device, Ron received the 
broadcast signal on his arm transceiver. Just as he was receiving it, so 
would Nike Quinto on board the FEDORIA The coded dispatch said that 
Ron was expecting to run into trouble, and that several battle ready units of 
the Terran fleet should be placed on standby in case of emergency. Ron 
knew that Nike would take action immediately. The information his 
commandos were bringing him from Aptulad was worth every effort to 
Quinto. 


A short time later, Meech Hannigan detected that a dozen search ships had 
converged swiftly on the location of the hidden code sender. Naturally they 
had also picked up the signal, and although they did not know what it said 
they assumed that the fugitives would be there. Ron grinned to himself. 
They would probably consume several hours in actually locating the small 
transmitter, only to find that they had been led on a wild goose chase. 


Meanwhile, he and his men would have brought themselves a stretch 
further toward safety. 


As a result of the evasive detours they had to make, the return trek to the 
site of their landing required 5 days. Meanwhile the dense ceiling of the 
jungle foliage was their only protection. Meech’s occasional use of his 


disintegrator to clear the trail turned out to be not too perilous. The Baalols 
were flying in such mass formations that the radiation interference from 
their own engines made it impossible to detect any stray energy from his 
weapon. 


By the end of the 5th day it became more vital than ever for Ron and his 
men to reach the landing area. The continuous bedlam and clamor of the 
jungle animals and insects around them was almost too much to bear. Also, 
each day it was getting noticeably hotter. Aptulad was entering the orbital 
phase that would soon cause it to pass between the twin suns of the system. 
Due to the increasing solar gravitational pull, the planet was approaching 
the maximum heat zone at an incredible velocity. The hours when both 
suns were in the sky simultaneously were almost unbearable. 


Ron permitted himself to breathe easier when they finally came within sight 
of the group of giant ferns where the ship was concealed. 


However, the trap had been so cleverly prepared that not even Meech 
Hannigan could have foreseen it. 


As usual, Meech was leading the way. With his heavy body he was 
breaking down the fern thickets and clearing a path. Behind him Ron was 
moving through, a steam bath. A few minutes previously the second sun 
had risen. The brightness of the shafts of direct sunlight was painful to the 
eyes, and the heat pushed streams of sweat out of every pore. Every few 
feet, Ron had to wipe the salty liquid from his eyes. Still he did not 
relinquish his grip on the invisible Laurin, whom he had slung over his 
shoulder for better freedom of movement. 

Meech stopped suddenly. He raised an arm and pointed ahead. “Another 20 
meters,” he said. “I can see its upper rim.” 

Ron nodded discontentedly. Two meters would have been much more to 
his liking. Meech started to move forward again. 

And that’s when it happened. 

An irresistible force lifted Ron into the air. A flash of fire blinded him and 
threw the world into darkness. The thunder of a devastating explosion 
crashed against his eardrums. When he could collect his thoughts again he 
found himself on the ground, gasping for air and badly scratched up by 
having been catapulted through, the fern thicket like a cannonball. 


Somehow he still had his prisoner, who had evidently been thrown along 


with him. For a few seconds he let loose of him to grope about in his 
surroundings. He was lying at the base of a clump of ferns. Hastily, he 
shoved the Laurin as far under the fan like leaves as he could. Then he 
pressed himself against the ground and waited until his blinded eyes could 
see again. 


He tried to figure out what had happened. There was no doubt that the 
spaceship had exploded. And there was also no doubt that it had not 
exploded by itself. So the Baalols must have discovered it — in fact long 
before he and his team had returned to the hiding place. They had set a trap, 
so cleverly that not even Meech was aware of it. Probably they had 
surrounded the fern patch in the meantime and were waiting for orders to 
move in. 


The dancing sparks in his eyes faded gradually. His surroundings began to 
become visible, at first foggily, then finally in full clarity. Ron looked all 
around him but saw no sign of his companions. The explosion had thrown 
them in all directions. The clamor of the wildlife had suddenly ceased. The 
forest lay silently under the radiance of the binary sun. Ron tried to sit up. 


Then a voice boomed out through, the stillness: “This is the end for you, 
Terrans! We were a little smarter than you. We found your spacecraft 
before you were gone even a day from the base, and this is where we’ve 
been waiting for you. We kept our ships in the air as a camouflage to make 
you think we were still searching. You are now in our trap. 1 will give you 
two minutes of your time to surrender. If by then you do not appear at the 
edge of the thicket, with your hands in the air, we’ll blast you out. The two 
minutes will be counted from now!” 


It was Tappan’s voice. They had taken the pains to install at least 10 
loudspeakers so that their demand could be transmitted with sufficient 
stereophonic volume. Ron glanced instinctively at his watch. Then he 
turned its case 180° on the wristband pivot, set the timer hand in the middle 
of the dial face, and pressed down three times. No more was necessary — 
just three activations at the base of the watch case. About 30 or 40 minutes. 
That was how long they would have to hold out if they wanted to come out 
of here alive. 


After a moment’s hesitation he groped for his prisoner under the ferns and 
dragged him out again. There was no sense in leaving him here. Tappan’s 
threat was in earnest. Ron was not at all certain that the Laurin’s neck 
organ would be able to defend him against concentrated fire from energy 
weapons. If the load was too great, the alien’s protective field might break 
down. And Terra needed every Laurin they could get their hands on. 


Naturally there was only one place left inside the fern forest that offered at 
least comparative safety. Ron fervently hoped that the others would come 
to the same conclusion. He wasn’t worried about Meech. In his usual way 
the robot would analyze the situation and know what to do immediately. 
Lofty was a sly old fox and would also quickly find the best hole he could 
crawl into. And Larry could also take care of himself. But Dilan? What 
would become of the Baalol? 


Ron decided there was no time to think about it now. Dragging the Laurin 
behind him, he crawled deeper into the thicket of bushes and ferns. He 
moved as fast as he could. Two minutes wasn’t much time. He worked 
himself around a tall bush, the other side of which had been singed and half 
withered away by the explosion. Beyond it was an earth wall about 2 meter 
high which encircled the spot where the spacecraft had been sitting but a 
short time before. Within that circle the terrain now fell steeply into the 
crater left by the explosion. Ron climbed down into it to have a look. In 
places the slanted ground was glazed over and was so hot that even with 
heavy space boots it was not possible to stand still on it for more than a few 
moments. But the earth wall offered protection, and this was the last place 
the Baalols would think of to look for the fugitives. 


Ron looked up as a ragged figure with a soot blackened face came tumbling 
over the crater edge. He waved and the figure moved in his direction, 
falling to the ground at his feet. It was Larry Randall. 


“Meech —” he coughed. “He has my prisoner — and Lofty’s, too . . . behind 


” 


me.. 


Meech appeared soon after that, walking upright and unperturbed. With 
both hands he was dragging invisible objects behind him. He climbed down 
the slope, searched the ground carefully, and deposited the prisoners on a 
comparatively cool spot. 


The last to arrive was Lofty. With a mighty leap he cleared the crater rim 
and came sliding down the slope. After cursing the hot ground for burning 
the seat of his pants, he crawled over to Ron. 


“Any second now!” he grunted. “By my watch —” 


He didn’t get any farther. With a reverberating clap of thunder the blazing 
fire of a heavy raybeam bombardment exploded over the fern forest. Within 
seconds the heat rose to a searing inferno. Above the crater wall the giant 
ferns were aflame. Crackling and smoldering, they bent under the pitiless 
force of the heavy blasters. Driven by the heat, the blue gray smoke shot 
upward like a jet. 


“Where is Dilan?” shouted Ron. 


Lofty straightened up. “He was next to me when the ship exploded!” he 
yelled back over the roar of the conflagration. “It threw him away to my 
left. He must be lying almost at the edge of the thicket!” 


A second salvo swept through, the fern forest and a new wave of 
unbearable heat rolled over the crater. Ducking to the ground, Ron looked 
questioningly at Meech Hannigan. Meech looked up at the sky and then 
nodded to him. Glancing at his watch, Ron saw that 15 minutes had passed 
already since the Baalols’ ultimatum. 


They still had a chance. 


Without announcing his intention Ron took the slope in several big jumps 
to the crater rim. A third jump took him over the edge and onto the hot, 
seared floor of the fern forest. As swiftly as he could, he belly crawled over 
the blackened ground and through, charred fragments of blasted foliage to 
the place where he suspected the missing Baalol would be. He knew that 
this was like a suicide run but it galled him so much to leave a helpless 
person lying in the fire that he was ready to take any personal risk to bring 
him out. 


With a mixture of concern and relief, Ron recognized the blackened lump 
of a human figure that was lying motionlessly at the foot of a charred fern 
trunk. He crawled to it and turned it over. It was Dilan. He didn’t lose any 
time. Dragging the other by the legs, he made his retreat. He could only 
proceed slowly in this manner. After a while he heard voices. He could 
understand some of the words although they were in an Arkonide Baalol 
dialect. Between the darkened stalks he saw a phalanx of armed men who 
came toward the fern island in a kind of skirmishing formation. 


He took cover. They were coming to search for the corpses of the fugitives. 
They wanted to make sure they had completed their work properly. Ron 
was suddenly overcome with a blind rage as he watched the men out there 
who were advancing so confidently to convince themselves that they had 
really killed everybody. 


He waited until the skirmish line was within 40 meters of his position. He 
already held his small blaster in his hand. He had good cover and could not 
be seen. He aimed the weapon at the Baalol he could see most clearly and 
pressed the trigger. He had been sure of his target. Unprotected by his 
screen, the man dropped. Then he grasped Dilan’s legs and dragged him 
swiftly toward the crater. 


When he slipped over the crater rim with his unconscious burden, the 


enemy opened fire again. With a roar the salvo blasted across the top of the 
crater. The air itself was like fire, almost searing the lungs. 


It was almost over with. In another 5 minutes, Ron and his companions 
would have to stand up and attempt to surrender to the Baalols without 
walking into the middle of another salvo. 40 minutes had passed. Perhaps it 
might have saved them if they had been able to hold out a while longer — 
but more than 5 minutes now meant death. 


Ron got up on his knees, which cost him a heavy effort. He was about to 
say something but failed to utter a word. Meech was waving his arms 
wildly, trying to draw his attention to something that Ron in his befogged 
state of mind could not quite comprehend. 

But he heard the sound. He heard the mighty roaring, the high pitched 
whine of engines, and the thundering of the highly compressed atmosphere 
above him. When he finally grasped what the sound was, it seemed to him 
the most beautiful music he had ever heard. 

The symphony of salvation. 


He also noticed that the enemy blasters had suddenly become silent. He 
saw, too, the giant shadow that loomed in the blue white sky and lowered 
toward the island of ferns. 


But that was all. He fell on his side and lay there unconscious. 


EPILOGUE 


Ron Landry was still in bandages when he was told that Nike Quinto 
wanted to see him. His face was covered with thick layers of white gauze in 
which holes had been made for his eyes, nose and mouth. His hands were 
concealed in oversized gloves and one of his legs had been enclosed in a 
heavy lump of muslin wrapping with some kind of cement plaster. But he 
could still move. Which was necessary since Nike Quinto had summoned 
him. 

By this time the FEDORIA was far beyond the Aptut System. Ron had 
learned in the meantime that his distress call and Meech’s continuous 
direction signals had gotten quick results. Not only had Nike Quinto 
appeared over Aptulad with a small fleet contingent, but also Perry Rhodan, 
the First Administrator, had personally taken a hand in the situation. Led by 
the flagship THEODORICH, a flotilla of 200 warships had appeared over 
Aptulad. This had convinced the Baalols that it would no longer be 
advisable to continue firing at the 4 Terrans in the fern forest. 


Colonel Quinto was sitting in the small room that he had fitted out as an 
office on board the ship. When Ron Landry arrived there he felt so poorly 
that he slumped into the visitor’s chair before Quinto had invited him to do 
sO. 


“['m taking a grave risk in receiving you here,” was Nike’s opening 
announcement. Before Ron had time to become concerned, the colonel 
added: “The sight of you raises my blood pressure. That always happens 
when I see wounded men. And with my ruined state of health I could have 
a heart attack at any moment.” 


Ron grinned, but under the bandages it looked as if he were baring his 
teeth. 


Somewhat pompously, Nike Quinto went on. “I’ve taken this risk upon 
myself because I cannot delay what I have to do. Actually I wish to thank 
you — in the name of the First Administrator and myself — for the mission 
that you and your men have concluded in the face of the gravest dangers.” 


Ron was speechless. Now and then, of course, Nike Quinto had been 
known to express his thanks or praise for one thing or another, but never 
had he done so with such enthusiasm. 


Eagerly, Quinto continued. “The three Laurins are on their way to Earth on 


board the THEODORICH. A whole army of scientists is waiting to pounce 
on the Invisibles. The Laurin mystery will soon be solved. The 
Administrator has assigned 20 of our warships to the Aptut System for 
protection purposes, as he puts it. Akrot-Tene is raising a row but he can’t 
do anything about it. From now on we’re keeping a sharp eye on events in 
his little empire. 


“On Aptulad the Baalols themselves blew up the Laurin spaceship when we 
approached. In the process they destroyed half of their base but apparently 
they thought it was worth it. That way we couldn’t examine the aliens’ 
vessel. But we hope to learn everything we need to know about the Laurins 
even details concerning their shipbuilding technology. 


“Lofty Patterson, Larry Randall and the robot are out of danger. In the 
meantime Meech Hannigan has turned in a detailed report, so I’m fully 
informed about your mission. The young Baalol is undergoing an operation 
just now. They’re doing a series of skin transplants. He’s lucky to have 
gotten out of there with his life. When he can get on his feet again and look 
in a mirror, he won’t be able to recognize himself. He has a brand new 
face.” 


That, thought Ron, was not so bad at all. In any case the Baalols would not 
give up searching for him, but now at least he could no longer be identified. 


Quinto went on. “In his report, Meech Hannigan also mentioned Dilan’s 
deposition. Do you know about a possible alliance between the Baalols and 
the Laurins?” He stood up and went over to the viewscreen that had been 
placed in the wall to look like a window. With his back to Ron he regarded 
the sea of stars. “I believe the Baalols are letting themselves in for a lot of 
trouble. The Laurins’ deflector field has the same energy structure as brain 
patterns. Among humanoids it obviously generates a strong emotional 
aversion. Intelligent beings can overcome this repugnance by intense 
concentration. This was proved by the Baalols at their base on Aptulad. But 
the wildlife around the stronghold, from worms to flying bears, took off 
from there in a hurry. So once the Laurins are introduced to a larger 
segment of the population — without warning them ahead of time that they 
must concentrate real hard to overcome their reactions — it will start a pretty 
big wave of antipathy and revulsion.” 


He turned around and concluded his exposition. “I don’t think the Supreme 
Baalol will have much use for an alliance where his people will always 
have to concentrate mentally to keep from loathing their ally in the depths 
of their souls.” 


THE END 


The Laurins’ invisibility was not enough to prevent three of them from 
being captured and brought to Earth. 
After the arrival of the prisoners the scientific teams in Terrania went into 
a high pitch of activity. Now the experts are working feverishly to delve 
into the nature of the aliens and to develop a means whereby the Laurins 
can be made visible to the human eye. 


But it is already too late, because in the middle of February of 2114 the 
AGENTS OF DESTRUCTION appear! 


Kurt Brand tells about them in the next Perry Rhodan adventure. 


